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Abstract 
This paper studied the birth of tomboys in an all-girl school. Drawing on a case 
study of a group of adolescent girls in a single-sex school setting, these girls resist 
femininity and choose to be masculine. Tomboys aim to perform a type of perfect 
masculinity. With the concept of 'relational identity', this paper attempted to 
delineate the involvement of these girls in relationships that make them become 
tomboys. The findings negate the stability of an identity but reflect how fluid an 
identity can be. An all-girl school is a friendly and safe arena for tomboys to 
interpret their ‘male, roles in a female body. When tomboys leave school, the 
pseudo-heterosexual context no longer exists. Some of them comply with 
conventional femininity. Although tomboys face problems in their work place, some 
of them retain their self-created identity. These tomboys find pseudo-heterosexual 














Chapter 1 Introduction 
Masquerade 
'Marco is looking at herself in the mirror. Her chest was bare with two pointed 
nipples. She showed a "make-me-sick" expression. Immediately she put a 
bandage pad around her chest. Yes, the breasts are gone! ‘ She is now flat chested. 
A smile comes out. Marco put on her school uniform and the gray woolen vest. 
Her uniform is a white dress. She wears a pair of bike-shorts under her dress. 
"Mm, let me put some hair gel on. I'll make it spiky and sleek after I get into the 
classroom. Oh! I almost forget the diamond ring. It should be here. Yeh! That 's 
great. And the spray... I'll make hundreds of them scream and chase after me. 
Lunch is what I look forward to every day. Playing basketball is the most wonderful 
thing in my life because many gazes come from different floors. Wherever I go and 
whatever I do, I can feel all the eyes are on me. I am in-charge of this place (the 
playground) cos 'nobody but me who sets the rules of the game. It is good to go to 
school...“ 
(Marco, a TB) 
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The Male Impersonator 
I was Marco's form mistress in 1992. She was in Form 1. At that time, she was 
wearing long hair and with quite a feminine look. When she was in Form 3，she had 
a dramatic change in her appearance. She wore a boyish look. Among her peers in 
school, she was called and recognized as a tomboy (TB in short). Marco, like the 
other TBs, is the 'boy' who acts in a masculine role in the girls' only relational world. 
But the most important point is that she publicly claimed herself in this identity. 
I I 
Pefinition of Tomboy 
The word 'tomboy' carries different meanings in different social and historical 
contexts. It is better for us to search for the different tomboy discourses in order to 
reflect the uniqueness of this special identity group in Hong Kong. 
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Tomboys in the West--- A Temporary Nature 
Tomboy tales are widespread in the western English-speaking world. In their 
cultures, there is an outlet for young girls or pre-adolescent girls who refuse to 
conform to the stereotypical feminine ways in which girls are supposed to behave. 
Tomboyism generally describes as an extended childhood period of female 
masculinity. It's being called a "tomboy." Tomboy is a tentative term to allow girls 
the freedom that boys have, like to be aggressive, to play rough, to hang out with the 
boys, to get dirty. They quite consciously see what they are doing as a form of 
resistance to being a "girly" girl. 
In the Oxford English Dictionary (vol.XVIII, 1989), there is a series of definitions and 
references for the word ‘tomboy，. The early definitions given are ‘ A bold or 
immodest woman' (1579); ‘a girl who behaved like a spirited or boisterous boy; a 
wild romping girl,'(1592); ‘the violent exercise of the skipping rope, which is.. .only 
fit for some Miss Tomboy'.. .The final example is 'What I mean by "tomboyism" is a 
wholesome delight in rushing about at full speed, playing at active games, climbing 
trees, rowing boats, and the like.' This last entry associates the view of a tomboy with 
nature, the outdoors and physical strength. 
In Morgan's study (Morgan, 1998), the perceptions and definitions of tomboy 
behavior were explored across three generations of women. Overall, her research 
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enhances the view of tomboyish behavior as normative. Most of her respondents 
indicated that they were tomboys during their childhood. The average age was 
between five and six. Such an idea of tomboyism as a normative phenomenon 
during childhoods can be found in other publications (Thome, 1993; Halberstam, 
1998; Morgan, 1998; Jones, 1999; Giuliano, Popp and Knight, 2000). They claimed 
that tomboys were common for girls when they recall their childhood behavior. It 
was not only that male activities were more valued in our culture, but also tomboyism 
was associated with fun, adventure, and courage. They claimed that tomboys were 
quasi-boys who were spirited and adventuresome. They disliked dresses and loved 
to play masculine games and team activities with boys. Tomboys were more 
welcomed than the ‘sissy，boys because they showed stereotypical masculinity. So 
tomboyism was tolerated as long as the child remained prepubescent; as soon as 
puberty began, however, the "full force of gender conformity descents on the girl" 
(Halberstam, 1998 : 6). Tomboys have to conform to femininity. This was true of 
the women that Carr (1998) interviewed in her study of tomboys. All these women 
had rather positive memories to share, but almost all had been pressured to conform to 
more stereotypical images of girlhood as they approached adolescence. Nowadays, 
the circulation of the term 'tomboy' is decreasing in the western world. There seems 
to be a laxation in gender rules and the increasing acceptance of women in sports 
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(Thome 1993:114-115). With its limitation to preadolescent stage, female 
masculinity (Halberstam, 1998) rather than tomboyism is more widely used for 
women to identity their own gender identity. 
Tomboys in Taiwan 
Though undergoing distinct path of development, Taiwan and Hong Kong share the 
same cultural roots. They are both Chinese girls who are cross-dressed. The 
masculine girls in both regions name themselves ‘tomboys’. Rather than its 
temporary and male-friendly nature—as the term is used in American culture, tomboy 
identity represents the masculine role in a lesbian relationship in the Taiwanese 
society. According to a couple of in-depth studies of the lesbians and their bar 
culture in Taiwan, Chao (1996,1999) and Fishel (1994) have some similar findings. 
Both of them find that the existence of T-bars profoundly shapes the 7 and Po 
community. The term T and Po refer to the two mutually exclusive lesbian sexual 
roles in Taiwan. Originally derived from the English word tomboy, ' T ' refers to 
"masculine" lesbians and sees themselves as real men. Po's, the 'feminine lesbians', 
are TV wives. From Fishel's findings, in the T and Po,s community, Active kin 
relationship is widespread. Within circles of friends, she observed TV bonding 
through displays of tough brotherhood in numerous bar scenes, like proposing toasts 
and singing karaoke (Chao, 1999)，which reminds us in a way of male bonding. Po's 
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come to the bar with their Ts. They do not interact with other Po's. This traditional 
Chinese patriarchal pattern reflects women are married in and are defined by their 
relationship to men (Here it refers to Ts). Chao further concludes T and Pos are 
terms, sex roles, and performative styles, which are widely accepted by Taiwan's 
lesbians (Chao 1999: 128). However, both Chao and Fishel focus on adult tomboys 
and discuss how they perform this identity in an open space. Pre-tomboy stage is 
little mentioned in their accounts. 
Tomboys in Hong Kong 
Who are the tomboys in Hong Kong? Does the term 'tomboy' carry different 
meaning and connotations? Lai finds that "the term "TB" has been associated with 
lesbians from the sixties onwards". From her observation, TBs represent masculine 
lesbians who have passions for girls (2004:3). Tomboy couples are highly visible 
around the most crowded areas, such as Causeway Bay and Mongkok. Like 
heterosexual couples, they openly show intimacy in the open space, 
a. Tomboys in a coed school 
There are not many studies about tomboys and schooling in Hong Kong. Tong 
(2002) has done a pioneer work on studying tomboys in a coed school. The name 
of the school is Bernard School. She takes tomboy behavior as a personal unique 
and contextual experience (Tong 2002:106). She finds that girls in Bernard School 
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realize the gender requirements. They are able to evaluate and react to standards 
imposed on them. Some of them follow the behavioral standard for femininity. 
Some of them keep their dissatisfaction in heart but tomboys here are deviant females 
who try all means to reject the feminine genderization required by the school norms. 
From her observation, tomboys are wild and energetic. These girls carry a boyish 
outlook and behave in a deviant way. They speak loudly in corridors. They laugh, 
shout and play loudly with friends. They chase one another to scratch other's breast 
and make them scream (on the condition that they don't mind). Tomboys use lots of 
slang and foul languages in their conversations. They sit with legs wide apart even 
wearing a school dress. They put their legs on the chair when they tie up their 
shoelaces. When they get excited, they smash heavily and loudly on the desks. 
Compared with the tomboys in the west, these tomboys do not get along well with the 
boys in school. They are neither sporty nor outgoing. All they like is to chase after 
the girls and look for chances to build up romantic relationship. From their point of 
view, boys are competitors but not companions. In the interviews, tomboys told 
Tong that they could do better in building romantic relationship with female than the 
male because they possess ‘feminine’ characteristics, like caring, sensitivity and 
attentiveness (Tong 2002:109). As tomboys in a coed school, they ignored any 
pressure or control from other agents in daily lives. They sometimes were counseled 
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by the school social workers. Teachers, in their point of view, were conservative and 
own insufficient knowledge on sexuality. So they would not let other people know 
that they date other girls in the same school. Tong thinks that these tomboys have a 
sense of powerless as something out of their control because they have to accept 
school control and pressures. Some boys in Bernard School perform unfriendly 
behaviors on them. Tomboys receive unfriendly gazes, comments or humiliation 
from these boys (Tong 2002:121-123). The unpleasant experience of the tomboys in 
Bernard School reflects how their self-created identities are hindered by the 
unfriendly social space, 
b. Tomboys in a girls' school 
I have been teaching in an all-girls school since 1992. As an insider, I have the 
following observations. When a girl in a single-sex school decides to be a tomboy, 
the first thing she does is to cut her hair short. Just like a male impersonator on the 
stage, she is a 'boy' in spirit and in heart. Although the body betrays her female 
sexuality, she makes use of the materialistic skills, like cross dressing, language of sex 
and sex role acting, to act as a 'perfect' boy in a single-sex school. The appearance 
of tomboys is a constructed identity, a performative act which the "social audience", 
including the tomboys themselves, comes to believe and to perform in a mode of "I 
am/She is a boy." Someone claims themselves as TBs, someone claims themselves 
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as TBGs(Tomboys' girls-the feminine counterparts in a pseudo-heterosexual 
relationship). Someone says someone as a TB. Other girls, no matter they are 
tomboy girls, girly-girls or 'straight' girls, all help to construct these 'perfect boys'. 
Stylization of acts is embedded in the 'student sexual culture' and is carried out in 
collective created roles. As discussed by Pan (1998) about Peking operas, 'tomboy' 
is similar to the male impersonator in the opera who needs to rehearse and repeatedly 
self-proclaim their roles and makes it real. All the outfit, body gesture, voice and 
even posture, have to be planned consciously. They are biologically females but 
socially identified themselves as males. From the view of the teachers or parents, 
tomboys are girls but from the viewpoint of the peers, they are absolutely boys. 
These "social males* grow out of schools by the time they enter the puberty period. 
It is a role or identity actively presents in a girl-relational world. Both the actors and 
the audiences recreate a new identity within their own prescribed sexual milieu. 
Within this milieu, these tomboys resist the traditional feminine roles assigned by the 
norms and the society. They make use of the resources in the school to play the 
boy's role and of course the positive rewards from the opposite role-takers and the 




“TBs are gay. They walk and act like boys. All the TBs are on the playground. 
A bunch of TBs and their gals are there. You can play basketball with them if you 
want to beaTB." 
(Cathy, a 'good 'and straight girl) 
This is a daily scene from an all-girls school. It is lunch but there are not many 
people on the playground. Some "boys" are playing basketball whereas some 
"boys" are playing volleyball at the comer by the stairs. Under the gazes from peers 
and teachers, these tomboys perform in their own relaxed way. “The boys" are 
playing wildly with sweat all over their faces. All their legs and arms are extended. 
They run around the ground to chase the ball and sometimes their companions. The 
"boys" hit the volleyball with force in a ‘macho’ way. The ones who are playing 
basketball aim to do the 'slam dunk' only because there are two gangs of "boys" who 
have occupied the two courts. These "boys" are actually girls who are repeatedly 
performing boys' behavior. The way they move, shout or play reminiscent of the 
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other gender. As I quote from Thome (1993)，it is a kind of 'gender play'. "Play" 
in her observation, is a 'dramatic performance', with acting and doing. Take 
hairstyle as an example, not many I B s have skinheads, but rather they make the top 
short in fringe style, the hair on both sides are really short and the hair at the back 
remains long. It is a conscious sign to trespass symbolic gender boundaries (Thome 
1993:120). The way they move and the gestures they use all make the bystanders to 
believe that they are masculine. These masculine girls are locally named and called 
'tomboys' (or TB in short). TBs are highly visible because of their special, attractive 
outlook, stylish coordinated movements and display, and the spectacular actions when 
they interact with "the girls". "The girls" are spectators who are sitting on the stairs. 
They are feminine girls from their appearance and behavior. "The girls" enjoy 
watching the ball games of "the boys". They laugh and scream whenever "the boys" 
score. Once the ball comes near them, these girls catch the ball and toss it to each 
other. When ‘a boy’ rushes to get the ball, the girls keep it away from 'her'. A 
"cross-gender" chasing game begins. Sometimes one chases one or sometimes five 
chase one. Those chasing games often mix with sexual meanings. There are 
elaborate patterns of touch and caress on the bodies. Like what Thome (1993) has 
seen in the playground of the Oceanside School. 
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“/ could tell from the laughter and stylized motions that this was a form of play, and 
I immediately recognized the genre from my own childhood schoolyard days: 
boys-chase-the-girls/girls-chase-the-boys. This kind of encounter, when “the girls “ 
and "the boys “ become defined as separate and opposing groups...like the core of 
their gender relations (Thome 1993:63-64).，， 
The two groups of girls interact with one another in ways that strengthen their gender 
borders. It is not a 'natural' act. This is a distinctive identity confirmed within an 
informal cultural milieu through repeating body performance. An all-girls school 
provides a friendly space for girls to create their new identity. 
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Summary 
This chapter has focused upon discussion about tomboys. It can be concluded that 
the transformation and the use of this English word carry a specific and historical 
meaning. It is both a social category and an asexual identity for a girl. The 
meaning and usage of this term are likely to change over time, place and historical 
context. I traced tomboyism in the West and Taiwan. Tomboys in the West are the 
preadolescent girls who are accepted to act like boys before puberty. When puberty 
comes, these tomboys are forced to comply the standard of femininity. The situation 
in Taiwan is not the same. Tomboy is the male role in a lesbian relationship. Their 
masculinity is reinforced by the theatrically acts performed with the Pos in the T-bars. 
Most of tomboys in Hong Kong identify themselves in school first. Schooling is the 
preliminary stage for these girls to formulate their identities. Tomboyism is absolutely 
linked to socially constructed notions of gender, specific meanings of the term will 
differ depending on the social group, like girls in same-sex schools employing it. As 
a result, it is fruitful for me to study how tomboy identity is being constructed in an all 
girls' school in Hong Kong and how they exist in the community. 
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The Problem 
The presence of tomboys in an all-girls school really leads to some interesting 
questions. I want to understand why and how particular girls become tomboys in an 
all-girls school. These girls challenge the old assumptions and show diversity in 
sexuality. It is a 'deviant event，that draws attention of me to question why some 
female resist the conventional femininity and choose to be masculine. At first, I 
could not accept such a phenomenon. I felt uneasy whenever I came across those 
girls. Just as Jordan mentioned that I was one of those 'short-haired' teachers who 
resisted tomboys in her school days. Although tomboys are 'deviants', they still 
arise generations and generations. As a teacher, I am impressed of the way tomboys 
act, resist, rework, and create unconventional gender identities in the school setting. 
In a case study of a girls' school of Hong Kong, I attempt to trace back the moment 
these tomboys make their dramatic change and the ways they identify themselves 
among the peers. The daily life of tomboys and their peer groups are ready to sort 
out. Gallas reminds me of the importance of school life in tomboy identity-building. 
"Their (the primary school children) interactions were much more socially 
holistic一that is, they were rooted in the contexts of their particular historical moment 
in school，’ (Gallas 1998:2). In my study, I must consider how an all-girls school 
setting helps tomboys to construct their own gender through their interactions with 
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"conventional" girls. On the other side of the coin, it will be interesting to trace the 
life path of a TB in her process of identity building. The subjective experiences and 
their own ways of knowing and be known are the core topics in their own narrations. 
I will look for the reasons why some tomboys choose to take up this new gender role 
and some girls do not. How do these TBs interact with other girls in schools and in 
community? Do they imitate the heterosexual courtship in school? From the 
ethnographic accounts of my informants, I am going to scrutinize the interplay of the 
formal pedagogy, the ethical teachings of the school, student peer culture in 
engendering the tomboy phenomenon. Last but not least, I try to investigate the 
social impact of tomboys on schools. And this is what my study is going to 
delineate. 
What are the chapters about? 
Chapter 2 aims to summarize some theoretical suppositions on the formation of 
gender identity. These theoretical viewpoints provide me with insights and 
considerations that I am going to draw upon during the course of the research process. 
I also try to develop conceptual frameworks that have helped me to write about 
tomboys, in particular that of 'dynamic genderization'. I would argue that girls 
undergo this process of genderization through elements of language, acting and space 
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in order to make up their own tomboy identity. Chapter 3 attempts to analyze the 
relationship between school, peers and individuals. I shall use the concept of 
'discursive practice' to delineate how language activates genderization and reflect 
how formal and informal school culture affects an individual in gender building. 
Chapter 4 illustrates how acting reinforces genderization. It focuses on the body 
construction of tomboy identity. With an analogy of a theatrical performance, 
tomboys re-construct their bodies into a masculine product. Chapter 5 explores the 
inner psychic world of tomboys. Based on subjective experiences, tomboys will 
share with us their emotional and subjective feelings in maintaining a 
pseudo-heterosexual relationship. An all-girls school provides an open and friendly 
space for the existence of pseudo-heterosexual relationship. The final section will 
talk about the working lives of tomboys. It is a heterosexual space that does not 
welcome tomboys. Still their experiences provide a relatively under-researched area 
for me to study in future. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 
"Sex" always refers to one's biological status as having specific primary sexual 
characteristics, i.e. male or female. Gender refers to a person's social status as either 
a man (boy) or a woman (girl). Devor (1989) suggests that gender may be either 
"attributed" to a person by others, as in "it's a girl," or by oneself, as in “I am a man" 
in which case it is called "gender identity". She further uses the term "gender role" 
to denote those actions, thoughts, behaviors, and beliefs which distinguish one as a 
member of a gender category, i.e. masculinity and femininity (1989: vii). Ponton 
(2000) argues that "core gender identity" usually develops in childhood and is the 
sense of oneself as male or female, a boy or girl. This is a task completed early in 
life. Echoing Devor, Ponton also suggests that sexual or gender roles are 
characteristics, behaviors, and interests defined by society or culture as appropriate for 
members of each gender. Thome (2001: 3) suggests that new perspectives and a 
more holistic understanding can be gained by researching into interaction in closer 
conjunction with analyses of discourse, social structure, and individual identity and 
emotions. 'Gender is a multifaceted concept that has been extensively theorized and 
studied not only at the level of interaction, but also as an aspect of personal 
experience and identity; symbolic or discursive systems; and social structure and 
institutions.' Thome provides a comprehensive angle to look into gender matters. 
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In the following sections, I will review a body of theories. They suggest that gender 
is shaped by and through the society in which we live. They try to answer how 
people realize and pick up their own gender identities through a social process via 
I 
culture, family and school 
Gender as a Social Construct 
Weeks (1986) have studied 'sex' historically. Weeks (1986) analyses that culture 
defines what the term 'sex' is. It is a cultural product. Sex, in the western world, 
denotes an act and a category of person. People in history regulated and oppressed 
sex in a ‘natural，way, on the basis that sex is dangerous and has to be channeled by 
the society in an appropriate way. 
".Sex only attains meaning in social relations, which implies that we can only make 
appropriate choices around sexuality by understanding its social and political 
context..." 
(Weeks 1986: 81) 
Weeks here points out how sexual behavior and sexual identity produces sexual 
categories that are defined in relation to each other. He shares the idea that sexuality 
is formed in relationships. The dominant sexual culture is a heterosexual one. 
However, Weeks does not analyze how individual actors learn their positions through 
social norms. Gagnon and Simon (1973) call that 'scripts'. They claim that we, as 
actors, leam 'scripts' for becoming male or female. Each gender carries with it a set 
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of bodily, affectionate and mental features. It is a social process that is leamt 
through cultural sites, such as the family, the school. They define 'sexual scripts' as 
learned rules of sexual behavior which include guidelines for what we will do and 
plans of action for how we will do it, and with whom. They argue that men and 
women are socialized to follow different sexual scripts and that much of what has 
been interpreted as a function of a biological sex drive is, in fact, culturally 
determined. Scripting theory can be a useful explanatory concept for linking the 
social and historical of sex with individual mental activities and the dynamics of daily 
experience. The dominant sexual meanings of heterosexuality infuse the culture 
discourse as assumed universal standards. These scripts interpreted by Moore and 
Rosenthal (1993:80), as 'sex, or gender roles... characteristics, behavior and interests 
defined by a society or culture as appropriate for members of each sex.' From the 
above discussion, the notion of 'inborn' seems to be a problem. Whatever attitudes 
or actions we say social processes have affected 'natural'. How we make sense of 
our own sexual feelings depends on the culture in which we live: the stories, scripts 
and attitudes circulating in our society. 
Dominant Sexual Scripts of Gender Arrangement 
We now inhabit in a patriarchal society. Heterosexuality is the dominant sexual 
category. Within a heterosexual culture, the gender order appears in binary 
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stereotypes, what it is to be a male is often defined with reference to what it is to be a 
female. Binary gendered qualities appear: masculinity versus femininity; strong 
versus weak; active versus passive; hard versus soft; rational versus emotional (Kehily 
2002:34). The individual has to choose and use objects, styles, storylines and 
language that signify masculinity or femininity and avoid those, which signify the 
opposing, gender. Kehily further argues that such 'dualism' leads to many 
consequences. One of them is about sexual desire. 'Sexual desire invoked through 
gender arrangements is premised upon the widely held assumption that if you are a 
man you will inevitably be attracted to a woman and if you are a woman you will 
inevitably be attracted to a man，( Kehily 2002 : 34). If I follow Kehily's thinking, 
our society places heterosexual relationships as 'normal'. Some feminist scholars 
claim that heterosexuality is an ideology that has been normalized as a natural 
phenomenon. Ingraham uses the concept 'the heterosexual imaginary' to delineate 
this mode of thought. 
'The heterosexual imaginary is that way of thinking which conceals the operation of 
heterosexuality in structuring gender and closes off any critical analysis of 
heterosexuality as an organizing institution. The effect of this depiction of reality is 
that heterosexuality circulates as taken for granted, naturally occurring, and 
unquestioned,‘ 
(Ingraham 1996: 69) 
This way of thinking has been implanted in the mind-set of male and female actors. 
Connell (1987) argues that there is no single form of masculinity or femininity. 
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There are only different ways of being a man or a woman. However, there are 
culturally dominant forms of gendered being, which he characterizes as hegemonic 
masculinity and emphasized femininity. Both boys and girls leam to constitute and 
reconstitute themselves through social practices in a constantly evolving process and 
how this process is gendered. They are placed in a binary heterosexual world. For 
boys, for instance, puberty does not give them a dramatic impact. They are 
encouraged to open up and try anything they want except fatherhood, since becoming 
a father is a distant event. Girls, on the other hand, are in a position to undertake a 
task of reproduction. They have to patrol their bodies for the future marriage and 
reproduction. This is what we mean by femininity. The dominant culture demands 
"females who are physically capable of reproduction must leam to play the feminine 
role, which reflects, supports, and nurtures the power of men" (Devor 1987:85). 
Femininity goes along with passiveness, fragileness and otherness. Adrienne Rich 
(1980) further argues that 'compulsory heterosexuality' is the key mechanism to 
control women, ensuring the tyrannical nature of male dominance. In order to uphold 
this mechanism, norms guide the girls to behave as been taught. They are taught to 
be submissive, yielding, sweet and above all, attractive to men. In 'Femininity as 
performance' (1987) Walkerdine finds that women get into a struggle when there is a 
dilemma between achievement and femininity. Women in her research believe that 
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they will lose their femininity when they obtain academic success. In the end, 
Walkerdine suggests that women develop conscious and unconscious mechanisms for 
dealing with the 'unbearable contradiction' (1987:144) of performing academically 
and performing as feminine. 
Gender as a Performance 
As mentioned from the above section, Walkerdine suggests a woman has to perform 
femininity in order to be socially accepted. There are two scholars who pinpoint the 
performative and theatrical nature of gender elaborated by Goffinan and Butler. In 
his classic work, Goffman defined the term ‘face’ as the 'positive social value a 
person effectively claims for himself by the line others assume he delineated in terms 
of approval social attributes' (1955: 213). According to Goffman's theory of 
self-representation, social interaction is taken as a theatrical performance. In the 
'social' theatre, each individual has to choose a 'line' or coherent pattern or verbal 
acts to express him or herself and to maintain an image appropriate to the current 
social situation, and to secure a favorable evaluation from others. From this position, 
gender is a given expression in social situations through what Goffman (1979) calls 
'displays'. A display provides ‘evidence of the actor's alignment in a gathering, the 
position he seems prepared to take up in what is about to happen in the social 
situation' (Ibid. 1979:1). Displays 'tentatively establish the terms of the contact, the 
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mode or style or formula for the dealings that are to ensue between the persons 
providing the display and the persons perceiving it，(Ibid. 1979, p. 1). They are 
behavioral-style coding that distinguishes the way men and women participate in 
social situations. In contrast to Goffman's perspective on a well-planned stage 
performance of actors, Judith Butler argues that an individual can recreate proactively 
in the performance. She proclaims gender as an innovative affair. It is not a fact 
but various acts that create the idea of gender. She suggests that the body becomes 
its gender through a never-ending process of renewal, revision and consolidation on 
bodily acts through time. “Gender reality is performative. It is real only to the 
extent that it is performed" (Butler 1997:411). For Butler there is no pre-given 
subject or, to use her terms, no ‘doer behind the deed' (Butler 1990: 25). Gender is 
always a doing. Here Butler emphasizes the subjectivity of the agency. Kehily 
further interprets Butler's performativity of gender as a kind of 'psychosocial' 
performance. She asserts that making gender must consider the personal/subjective 
aspects of the self. In a study with Nayak (1996), Kehily applied Butler's notion of 
performativity to analyze a peer group practices of young males. Their study argues 
that the homophobic practices of young men in school can be seen as a psychosocial 
performance, which is enacted and repeated to create illusions of a coherent 
heterosexual masculinity. They show how those young men in school express fears 
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of being gay and assert themselves as heterosexual and masculine. Again Kehily 
(2002) uses this concept in another study to assert that female friendship groups 
provide a performative space for gender displays, which aim to a collectively 
negotiated femininity. 
To conclude, there are significant implications to the above approaches. In the first 
place, I can see how culture operates on and from within the individual in the areas of 
sexual desire, attitudes and behaviors. Secondly, 'gender as a social fact' implies 
that sexuality could be invented and remade. Thirdly, the individual is an active 
agency who can select the components of a gender identity from the cultural elements 
he or she is exposed. However, the theorists cannot fully explain why individuals 
choose to change or to perform different gender identities. 
Gender as Personal Experiences 
Across times and cultures, women are devalued when they are identified as 'female'. 
'Woman', as a social category, is always neglected. They are taken as 'marginalized' 
groups. More and more studies use women as subjects. Recent developmental 
psychologists have written about how females develop their identity as they 
experience themselves through attachment in relationships. Chodorow (1995) has a 
similar level of analysis. Her study offers an individually and development-based 
way of thinking about psychological gender. "I suggest that each person's sense of 
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g e n d e r h e r gender identity or gendered subjectivity---is an inextricable fusion or 
melding of personally created (emotionally and through unconscious fantasy) and 
cultural meaning.，’(p.517) What Chodorow has theorized is a kind of'individual 
gender' that is molded with a 'personal meaning'. In Chodorow's terms, 'I (personal 
meaning) refer to psychological experience as it is constituted by psychodynamic 
processes described by psychoanalysis and in particular by emotion or affect and by 
unconscious fantasy.，(p.517) She argues that though there may be shared cultural 
meanings, such as socially defined notions of masculinity or femininity, each person 
has a distinctive sense of gender, which is shaped through their own life histories, 
mental process, and person-to-person relational contexts. Here the dimensions of 
individual's creativity and subjectivity are being highlighted. By using the terms 
'personal meaning，and 'individual gender', Chodorow (1995) tries to find a new 
perspective in theorizing gender formation. This gender formation is built upon 
interpersonal relationship. She observes, "In any given society, feminine personality 
comes to define itself in relation and connection to other people more than masculine 
personality does"(Chodorow 1978:187). Thome (2001) further elaborates 
Chodorow's ideas in her essay, 
"This individualized and highly personal dimension of gender operates not only in the 
inner world of perception and fantasy, but also in everyday life and interaction" (p.13). 
-30-
The writings of Chodorow have had a particularly deep impact on my thinking and on 
the ways in which this study is shaped. I take the position that tomboys ignore the 
conventional heterosexual order and do 'another gender' within a subjective and 
creative context. I share what Chodorow has proclaimed, ".. .subjectivity creates and 
^ re-creates, merges and separates fantasy and reality, inner and outer, unconscious and 
conscious, felt past and felt present, each element in the pair helping to constitute and 
to give meaning and resonance to the other. These capacities create meaning and 
individualities for the subjects". She further elaborates how an emotional self 
creates own gendered meanings. "Like other processes of psychological meaning 
creation, gender identity, gender fantasy, the sense of gender, and the sexual 
identifications and fantasies that are part of this identity are formed and reformed 
through the life cycle. Individual feeling tones, senses of self, and unconscious 
emotionally imbued fantasies are as constitutive of subjective gender as language or 
culture" (Chodorow 1995:518-519). In other words, gendered subjectivity is the 
concept to explain why and how an individual take up an identity. Chodorow 
delineates the dynamic side of an individual gender. 
Beverly Skeggs (1997) also maintains 'subjectivity' is useful to analyze the dynamic 
process of creating a gendered identity. 
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'Subjectivity is used to mean the conditions of being subjected to frameworks of 
regulation, knowledge and discourse and constructing subjectivity in the 
process...These processes [to produce subjectivity and to make subject] are 
investigated by exploring the women's experiences of what it is to be through 
categorization, such as ‘woman’，'feminine', 'heterosexual'.... And I use subject 
positions to investigate the specificities of how women become particular 
subjects, especially respectable subjects. Subject positions are the effects of 
discourse and (organizational) structures Respectability is a discursive 
position, which informs the take-up and content of subject positions Subject 
positions are also different from social positions. Social positions are based on 
structural organization such as class, race and gender, which circumscribe and 
access movement into certain subject positions' (p.12). 
As a complement to Chodorow's idea, Skeggs (1997) delineates the functions of 
discursive practice on the making of 'subject positions'. She adds concepts of 
'recognition' and ‘respectable’ to describe women subjective experiences in dealing 
with femininity, race and class. Bronwyn Davies uses a post-structural point of 
view and argues that feminine or masculine subjectivities are not biologically 
determined and children can take up masculine or feminine positions. 
"If they have access to discourse that renders that non-problematic...the individual is 
no longer seen as a unitary, unproblematically sexed being, but rather as a shifting 
nexus of possibilities. In a world not polarized around a female/male dualism, these 
possibilities would not be limited by one's reproductive sexual capacity, but would be 
linked instead to the range of potential positioning each individual person was capable 
of or interested in taking up." (Davies 2002:282) 
Davies uses the concept 'position' to substitute 'role'. 'Role', as she has argued, 
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sustains with the assumption of biological determinism. "Positioning oneself as 
male or female is done through the discursive practice and through the subject 
positioning which are available within those practices," (Davies 2002:283) 
Although the above theories negates the passive role-taking of the social agents, they 
do not detail the personal motivation of active agents. Moreover, social orders, like 
gender, race, class or ethnicity mask individual differences. In order to better 
understand the logic of individual courses of actions on different contexts, scholars 
focus on difference and listen carefully to the stories of marginalized people. 
Women has longed been treated as marginal group because they are neglected in 
academic studies. Gilligan's work (1982) on girls' relational psychology may 
provide the answer. She argues that girls develop their sense of self in experiencing 
connection with others. Gilligan resets this new developmental model by bringing 
girls' voices into the core of her study. Scholars from the Stone Center (Jordan et al., 
1991) suggest some provocative ideas about women's meaning systems, values, and 
organization of experiences. Their ideas frame an innovative -relational-perspective 
on women's psychological development. They believe that the organizing factor in 
women's lives is "relational growth". The implication is that a girl feels more 
related to another person, the girl gets self-enhanced, that is, she can have more 
pleasure and effectiveness. Being in relationship, the person picks up the feelings of 
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the other and attends to the 'interaction between'. She is attuned to the feelings of 
the other person; and just as her feelings are influenced by other's feelings, so too, do 
they influence the other's feelings. It is an accepted way of being and acting. It is 
desired, learned and assumed. The person engages in a relationship feels better and 
more gratified. The ‘self-in-relation model' is better to postulate my theory of 
tomboy-identity building. 
The foregoing discussions have sought to provide an account of how a person creates 
gender subjectivity in a self-defined social position within a particular social milieu of 
culture, institution and personal relationship. Upon the level of culture and 
institution, Weeks argues that a person is categorized by his or her sexual behavior 
and sexual identity in social relationship. Foucault uses the term 'discourse' to 
elaborate how people's sexual activities are being regulated. And the dominant 
sexual discourse is heterosexuality. Instead of 'discourse', Ervin Goffman applies 
the analogy of stage performance to delineate how a person reacts and responses in a 
static relationship. The feminist theorists like Butler, Kehily, Skeggs, Chodorow, 
Davies and Gilligan, confirms the subjective power of an actor, and they use different 
approaches to describe how an actor creates his or her own gender in social 
relationships. The following section illustrates how a social milieu like school helps 
the society to uphold heterosexuality. 
-34 -
School as the Social Context 
How do the above discussions relate to schools? A body of researches on education 
concludes that pupils leam to conform or resist the official cultures of the school 
through participating in school routine. Some of them review gender inequalities 
between young men and women (Lees 1986，Connell 1987). Other researches focus 
on gay and lesbian identities in school (Sears 1992; Mac an Ghail 1994; Epstein and 
Johnson 1998). All of them share valuable insights that sexual identities are not 
biologically given but are created through institutional and lived practices. Schools, 
in their view, are sites for the production of gendered identities. Haywood and Mac 
an Ghail (2000) provides a vivid description of the relationship between schooling 
processes and the making of masculinities. They say, 
"The school is a social process, a set of social relations charged with formal and 
informal meanings. All aspects of schooling are subject to these meanings and they 
are deployed across a diversity of areas including discipline and control, the formal 
and hidden curriculum, streaming and prefectorial systems, teaching staff 
appointments, and auxiliary staff.... schools through these meanings offer 
interpretations about what it means to be 'male' or 'female'. More specifically, 
schooling processes form gendered identities," 
(Haywood & Mac an Ghail 2000:63) 
Kehily (2002) proposes, "School cultures can be seen as active in producing social 
relations that are contextually specific and productive of social identities" (2002:51). 
She also conceptualized the school as a site of discursive practices relating to 
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sexuality. She suggests three active areas of discursive practices in a school: the 
curriculum, the teaching of sex education, and the informal cultures of teachers and 
students. Kehily further argues that these 'discursive practices' make the pupils 
‘real，，"schoolchildren who can be observed, known and categorized according to 
their orientation to the learning process" (2002:37). The way to identify an 
individual undergoes different aspects, like race, sex, and religion. One important 
aspect is the gender arrangements. For this arrangement, Connell (1994) uses the 
term 'gender regime' to denote ‘the state of play (rather than a permanent condition) 
in gender relations in a given institution' (p.30). From his point of view, the pattern 
of gender relations institutionalized in a school may have a ‘gender effect’ (Connell 
2000: 152) on all the actors within the institution. Connell further elaborates that 
gender regime may be defined as the pattern of practices that constructs particular 
forms of masculinity and femininity among the teaching staff and students, orders 
them in terms of prestige and power, and constructs a sexual division of labor within 
the institution. For students, the school gender regime confronts them as a social 
reality, which they have to deal with questions of sexuality and sexual identity. In 
the following sections, I will introduce some local researches to illustrate the above 
observations. 
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Gender Studies in Hong Kong 
There is no lacking of local researches on adolescent development. Some of them 
focus on adolescent girls. By using in-depth interviews and ethnographic 
observation, researchers try to make the girls' voices being heard and their 
experiences are visualized. The following researches mainly deal with gender, 
sexuality and schooling. In her research of the adolescent girls in Tuen Mun, Wong 
(1995) analyses how these girls take up a culturally defined gender category of 
femininity within the school setting and specific social milieu. Those girls in that 
Tuen Mun School realize the constructed gender arrangements but react in their own 
creative way. Chan (1996:171) uses 'gender regimes' to delineate how different 
bandings of schools construct various types of femininity. She finds that when girls 
are situated in different structural contexts and exposed to various constructions, their 
future planning and gender identities are shaped differently in accordance with 
schools in different gender regimes. But she also reminds us that girls, from her 
observation, are not passive receivers. They are able to make sense of their living, 
negotiate, construct and make use of their gender. However, the girls in Tang's 
(1998) research react in an opposite direction. Through shopping and body 
management, girls accept femininity in a negative sense. They realize themselves as 
losers in academic performances. 
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In this section, local studies show how individuals leam their sexual identities in 
school settings. Both sexes are put into gendered beings. The dominant forms are 
masculinity and femininity. But actors, in their observations are not passive 
recipients. They search ways to react and response in the process of gender-identity 
building. All these approaches discussed above have formed the backdrop to my 
research. The following section aims to provide an approach to understand the 
making of a new gender identity in an all-girls school. 
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Theoretical Framework 
This section aims to develop a framework that is of value to study tomboy 
phenomenon. I combine what I perceive to be the strengths of some major ideas to 
illuminate the ways in which tomboys construct themselves and simultaneously are 
constructed by others. 
1. Towards a Dynamic Genderization 
In this study, I take 'genderization' to stand for a series of genderized actions which 
are carried out by a girl in order to achieve a particular self-desired result, that is, the 
presence of her tomboy identity. I would argue that this genderization is dynamic. 
This ongoing process consists of three elements, which account how and why a 
person constructs her own gender identity. 
The first element is the formation of a language. When the tomboy grows older, she 
will be aware of an external culture to the requirements set by the society, family and 
school culture. That is what Gagnon and Simon (1968) take as ‘sexual scripts'. 
She learns what heterosexuality is and the binary division of gender through language. 
She clearly recognizes and responds to prevailing gender hierarchies, which situate 
being male with having more power and status whereas being female is passive. 
Tomboys enjoy privileges in a pseudo-heterosexual world because they can deny 
femininity and take up masculinity. The girls collectively create a particular kind of 
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sexual language. 
The second element concerns the matter of acting. By repeating performances and 
practices, tomboy identity goes public. When something goes public, it is visually 
presented and is real in existence. Gallas (1998) has "reconceptualized the children's 
ongoing social interactions as a series of performances that were continually 
reinvented on a daily basis" (Gallas 1998:6). This performative approach 
encompasses both the notion of performance as fictional in nature and performance as 
representing the development of a public self. It is both an imaginative act and a 
representation of what reality is in the child's life, and it includes an acute awareness 
of audience" (Gallas, 1998, P.6). If we follow Gallas' argument, a tomboy performs 
and displays her body in order to develop a 'public self in front of others in school. 
This kind of behavior parallels with Kehily's study on some boys who performs 
heterosexual masculinity in order to avoid homosexuality. The last element is the 
formation of a living space. Follow what Chodorow has argued about personal 
identity, tomboy identity can be long lasting when she decides to live as a tomboy for 
her whole life. It is no longer temporary, situational and occasional. For her, 
tomboy is a ‘normal，and 'natural' identity, which exists in a same-sex romantic 
relationship. 
What I mean by dynamic here refers to an emphasis on the active and energetic sides 
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of a social agent who invests her resources to develop an identity of her own. This 
ongoing process happens when social agents keep on interacting with others in 
interpersonal relationships. Through culture and discursive practices, an individual 
is genderized through learning. But at the same time that individual is within a 
genderizing process because he or she is conscious of his or her own subject position 
within relationships. Martin has once said that we need to examine how the girls 
form their own sexual subjectivity when they reach puberty. (Martin 1998:10) For 
Martin, sexual subjectivity is an important component of an agency, feeling like one 
can do and act. I will elaborate her view that sexual subjectivity not only grows out 
of bodily experiences but also grows out of a relationship. That is what I call 
'gender subjectivity' grows out from the girls' subjective experiences. It is with this 
gender subjectivity that tomboys construct their own relational identity and can exist 
in a relationship and the real world. 
2. Tomboy…A Relational Identity 
Identity development is “for all adolescents a process of self-evaluation that involves 
weighing one's own goals, ideals, beliefs, strengths, and talents against future visions 
of what one could be. It also includes a comparison of oneself with the standards 
and ideals of others in one's community" (Ross 1993:3). Who we are, reflects the 
other influences on our lives, and the choices include culture, age, the idols we like, 
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our hobbies, what is acceptable or not in the society around us. So identity is about 
how we see ourselves, in our cultural and social contexts. Our identities act out in 
how we relate to other people and how they see us. Tomboy, I argue, is a 'relational 
identity'. Girls creatively and subjectively build this identity. If a girl claims 
herself as a tomboy, it is an identity which she wants you to identify her physically 
and mentally in a particular social relationship. She has the sexual subjectivity. 
Tomboy-ness is only recognized when they have developed an 'in love' relationship 
with feminine girls. The girl who has a relationship with a tomboy are called 
tomboy-girl(TBG). Both tomboys and TBGs are resisting the public discourse on 
femininity and dating. Tomboys figure out ways to defeminize themselves through 
repeated performances and body reconstruction. At the same time, feminine girls 
who want an intimate heterosexual relationship use discourses and practices to 
enforce the making of their ideal types of boy friends. In light of the 
'self-in-relation' model, both TBs and TBGs engage in a pseudo-heterosexual 
relationship feel desired and gratified. 
3. Schooling pseudo-heterosexuality 
I argue that' tomboy' is a new gender-identity that arises in a pseudo-heterosexual 
relationship. This kind of relationship exists in a particular setting. Even though 
in a same-sex school, girls can satisfy their needs in a self-created heterosexual 
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relationship. It is pseudo-heterosexual because the opposite party is not a biological 
male but an idealized male in a biological female body. Before students come to 
school, they have leamt how to interpret and act out their sexual feelings on the basis 
of the social attitudes they extract from the cultural contexts. Those attitudes are 
based on conventional heterosexual values. Through social scripts, individuals 
acknowledge that heterosexuality is the normal choice, which is biologically 
determined. The male carries masculine traits whereas females carry feminine traits. 
A pseudo-heterosexual order can be presented in a girls-only school Some girls 
carry masculine identities and perform masculine conduct with a female body. The 
term ‘tomboy’ means a boy in a pseudo-heterosexual relationship. This sexual 
identity is a clone to the biological male in the conventional heterosexual order. In 
order to make this new gender identity public, tomboys use school as the arena for 
performance. Many scholars (Thome 1993; Mac an Ghail 1994, 1996, 2003; Epstein 
& Johnson 1998) have explored and concluded that schools and schooling processes 
are key social sites in the production and reproduction of sexualities and sexual 
cultures (Kehily 2002). They lead us to see how heterosexual identities are produced 
and desired and how dominance is secured and maintained. For example, Mac an 
Ghail (1994) has shown how hegemonic masculine performances are tied to major 
notions of heterosexuality. Researches on 'heterosexual' practices, from sexual 
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activity, to discourses and performances through which individuals define, negotiate 
and construct their gendered selves. Their researches provide me with valuable 
insights and ways of understanding gendered and sexual hierarchies in schools. They 
indicate that sexual identities are not biologically given but are created through 
institutional and lived practices. I attempt to scrutinize if such a finding can be 
found in a girls-only school. 
My research will focus on six tomboys and ex-tomboys. From their stories, I trace 
back how these girls form their tomboy identity in school days. I shall look into 
their lives and see how, where and when those girls decide to pick up and 
continuously perform the tomboy identity. At the same time, I need to explore how 
the school and the significant others help tomboys to create this 'self-defined identity'. 
There are also some elementary findings on how two TBs deal with their colleagues 
in the workplace. 
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Chapter 3 The Research Process: Design, Methodology and Context 
Introduction: The Unheard Voices 
Western literature of subcultures always focuses on young male. The sub-cultural 
studies of the mods emphasized the visual differentiations of masculine surfaces and 
style (Willis 1977), that is, the formations/recreation and negotiation of masculine 
sexual and social identity which public forms carried. Adolescent female represents 
the private sphere. Their voices cannot be heard. As Taylor said, "Girls for the 
most part are not heard in public, or if heard are generally spoken about in the third 
person.... nobody cares, nobody asks what they are feeling and thinking" (Gilligan & 
Sullivan, Taylor 1995:1). The case is the same in Hong Kong. Early researches 
in Hong Kong focused in male deviant behavior. They did not study in details how 
adolescents subjectively experience changes in their bodies or how these changes 
affect their sense of self and the framing of identity. Recently, there have been some 
studies of gender and schooling, in which girls' experiences and girls' groups have 
been analyzed (Chan 1996; Wong 1994; Tong 2000). But a detailed look at the way 
in which individual adolescent girl search and build her own identity and live her way 
of life is still lacking. This is an important reason for undertaking the research on 
which this paper is based. It sets out to document, in the form of in-depth interviews, 
to put the records straight. It makes these tomboys' experience visible. Thome has 
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shown me a new way to study gender. "An emphasis on social context shifts analysis 
from fixing abstract and binary differences to examining the social relations in which 
multiple differences are constructed and given meaning." (Thome 2001:299) 
Research Design 
1. The Setting: Sincerity School (alias) 
The main reason why I took Sincerity School as my field site is that this is the all-girls 
school which I have teaching since 1992. I am familiar with the school 
management, the colleagues and even the students. It is easy for me to recall which 
girl is a suitable informant. 
2. Sampling 
My interest is to uncover the reasons why the stages how some girls gradually become 
tomboys while attending an all-girls school. The research attempts to investigate 
tomboys' own perception of their lives, how do they construct identities and lives in 
and around, against and alongside of, the narrative presumptions of what they should 
look and act like? What should they do? Who should they be? I decided to pick 
up my own students because I witnessed how they became tomboys in their school 
days. I choose six old girls to be my informants. All the informants come from 
Sincerity School but are graduated in different school years. They are no longer in 
the school context. I am not their teacher. The teacher-student unequal power 
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relationship does not exist. I hope we can share on the same status. The reason 
why I look for girls in various cohorts is that I can trace the continuity and the 
similarity of their narratives in making their tomboy identity real. Tomboy 
phenomenon has existed within the ‘informal’ structure of the school (Gordon et al 
2000:89) for quite a while. 
Research Methodology 
1. A Teacher-Researcher 
I have been teaching in an all-girls school since 1992. As an insider, I observe that 
tomboys arise in different forms each year. There are around five to ten tomboys in 
each form. I had been the form teacher of some tomboys. As a teacher, I stand 
inside every student's life event. I witness how the girls react to the formal and 
informal school cultures in a positive or negative way. Some of them retain 
femininity whereas some resist it and pick up the masculine role. It is under such a 
circumstance that I therefore developed an interest in exploring tomboy 
identity-building. I employ ethnography as a method in researching adolescent 
girls' sexuality and school. When I prepare my research, my role has been shifted to 
a teacher-researcher. By the time I am in school, I myself do not only teach but also 
scrutinize the dynamics of the present tomboys with their TBGs. 
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2. Ethnography 
"[Ethnography and open-ended interviewing are] methods focus on interpretation, 
rely on the researcher's immersion in social settings, and aim for intersubjective 
understanding between researchers and the person(s) studied" (Reinharz 2002:46). 
As a feminist researcher, Reinharz argues that ethnography is a way to understand 
more about women. Being in the setting and interacting with the person(s) studied, 
the researcher is able to acknowledge the information. He or she can use interviews 
to understand the perspectives of an individual interviewee. They can then interpret, 
and define reality. It makes women's lives visible and their voices audible (2002:48). 
In a word, the researcher must participate in the setting, observe the context and 
interact with the person(s) studied. So I used in-depth interview and observation as 
ways to collect data. 
3. In-Depth Interview 
Like Kehily has once said, “ these understandings can be summarized as an abiding 
concern with issues of reflexivity and experience that value research subjects as 
producers of knowledge" (2002:6). Reinharz describes such kind of dialogue as a 
'valuable reflection of reality' (1992:18). McGann (1999) shares a research method 
of collecting personal accounts and stories. She argues that tomboy tales must be 
told from tomboys themselves. 'The Tomboy narrative is a useful resource for the 
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construction of personal identity and the interpretation of that of others' (McGann 
1999:105). McGann argues that stories told from inside out can correct the 
distortions of the master narrative about tomboys (McGann 1999:105-106). 
Gallas shares a similar conviction. "Narrative introduces the factor of human 
subjectivity into the process of describing what has or has not taken place...” (Gallas 
1994: xvii) 
The approach is similar to that used by Carol Gilligan and her colleagues at Harvard, 
who claim that it 'is not that the girls we spoke with are representative of all girls, or 
some ideal sample of girls, but rather that we learned from this group of girls and 
young women, and what we discovered seemed worthy of others' attention' (Brown 
and Gilligan 1992:23). Researching girls is a way to uncover the ‘voice’ of the 
neglected ones in the academic field. This paper tries to understand their experience 
from their point of view. Reinharz has mentioned the advantages of using interviews 
by asking semi-structured or open-ended questions. The unstructured interview with 
open-ended questions maximizes discovery and description. ' . . . . Because we wanted 
to hear what the women had to say in their terms rather than test our own 
preconceived hypotheses, particularly since we included a number of disadvantaged 
and forgotten women whose ways of knowing and learning identify transformations, 
and academic researchers have seldom examined moral outlook. We proceeded 
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inductively, opened our ears to the voices and perspectives of women so that we might 
begin to hear the unheard and unimaged' (Reinharz 1992:11). Reinharz further 
complements the advantages of using interviewing method. First, asking people 
what they think and feel is an activity females are socialized to perform. Secondly, 
by asking open-ended questions is consistent with many women's interest in avoiding 
control over others and developing a sense of connectedness with people. Thirdly, 
interviews offer researchers access to people's ideas, thoughts, and memories in their 
own words rather than in the words of researchers. If I follow what Reinharz and 
Gallas have proclaimed, asking the informants can lead me to their worlds. They 
may tell me how and why they decided to be tomboys in their own interpretations. 
I collected comments from my supervisors at the first thesis presentation in March 
2003. All in-depth interviews were carried out from August to October 2003. 
Three of them were interviewed during the summer holidays. It was summer, so 
there were only a few people at school. We talked freely without disturbances. The 
other three were conducted in the open space. Except Bruce and Audrey, I met the 
other four interviewees once. Each interview lasted for about two to three hours. 
Bruce and Audrey talked to me twice because Audrey had quite an interesting story to 
share. Before the interviews, I told them my research purpose and briefed them 
questions that I was going to ask. With their consensus, I recorded all their scripts. 
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Through interviews, their responses are fascinating. My tomboy students are far 
more willing to disclose their feelings, experience and thinking than I anticipated. I 
was once their teacher. So they trusted me and shared their life events with me. To 
a certain extent, the girls, especially tomboys, want me to go into their world. Their 
hidden agenda behind the contact is to get the acceptance from the adults. It is this 
peculiar position that I can collect and analyze my data about tomboys in an all girl 
school. At the same time, I myself have a deeper understanding of them. 
4. Observation 
Participant observation is ‘an approach of inferring meanings by understanding the 
context, through participating in the life of students and teachers, is very productive.' 
(Mac an Ghaill 1994:173) I teach lower form English and upper form Liberal 
Studies in Sincerity School. Being a witness, I discover that most of the tomboys 
name themselves in Form one. They wear very short hairstyle and take boyish 
names. Such an observation is a good proof for me to confirm how the birth of a 
tomboy in relation to the role of the peers and the TBGs through interaction. 
Through informal chats, all kinds of rumor and gossips, they make up a web of 
context that helps me to understand how a tomboy is 'bom’. The data collected will 
supplement and make the narratives of the informants with a sense of 'here and now'. 
This distinctive experience is vividly and repeatedly being performed by younger 
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generations in the school now. Their daily activities can only be watched and 
recorded bits by bits by the teacher-researcher instead of a stranger. It may enrich a 
'thick' description by which Chan (1996)，Tang (1995), Wong (1994) and Tong (2000) 
were unable to accomplish. They could only participate in the context with the 
subjects for a certain period of time. Taking the role of a teacher, I know how and 
why Sincerity School struggles to maintain her social status in the community. 
School prestige comes along with students' excellent academic and moral 
performances. The school as a social setting for tomboy identity-building will be 
detailed in Chapter 4. 
5. Ethical Concern 
Because of ethical reasons, I chose graduates who were no longer in the school 
context. I was not their teacher. The teacher-student power relationship did not 
exist. I hope they can share with me on the same basis. All of my informants were 
over seventeen. They were old enough to perform self-reflexibility. This is a very 
important skill for the informants to recall, review and summarize the past 
experiences with the interviewer. Their names and occupations were recreated 
because of confidentiality. 
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Research Context 
The Six Informants (Table 1) 
Cindy called me when she collected her school certificate a day in Sept. 2002. I saw 
Jordan when she came back to attend the Christmas celebration in the same year. 
Snow and Bruce were the Form 7 graduates of 2003. Bruce requested to have the 
interview with her best friend Audrey, Audrey was once my student who left 
Sincerity School in 2001. 
Bruce and Audrey 
In recent years, I formed close relationships with my students, especially girls in 
upper forms in Sincerity School. I shared my research ideas while I discussed 
gender issues in my lessons. Bruce was in my class. She knew why I did this 
research. I asked whether she was a tomboy or not. She admitted it and promised 
to be one of my informants. Audrey had been Bruce's good friend ever since Form 1. 
When I approached Bruce after her Advanced Level exam, she suggested having the 
interview with Audrey. I did not object because Bruce might feel safer. Audrey 
left school after Form 5. She was a typical tomboy and was a 'star' student in her 
school days. By the time I had the interview, Audrey switched to femininity. There 
was a dramatic change when she was in US. She got a boy friend there. They were 
crazily in love. The boy loved her so much that he gave up his study and came back 
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to Hong Kong with her. They lived together in Audrey's flat. Audrey was now a 
very feminine girl who wore long hair. She always wore a sweet smile. We had the 
interview in the counseling room. It was cozy there. I had met them twice. We 
talked over two hours each time. Compared with Bruce, Audrey was charming, 
friendly and easy-going. She was willing and able to share what she thought, felt 
and hated. Bruce was more self-protected and reserved. She was a girl with fewer 
words and was not used to express her deeper feelings and ideas. From the interview, 
I have leamt that a man had harassed Bruce in her toddler years. She said that she 
could not remember what the man had done on her. She just remembered that her 
mother scolded the man when he sent her back. But Bruce's mother did not call the 
police to follow up the case. Bruce did not tell her parents that she could bear to be 
alone in a room. The scattered images of that event often vividly flashed back. 
This made Bruce determine to be a tomboy. She had no faith on men. She could 
not imagine herself to be with a guy. There might be a chance but it was slim. At 
the mean time, she enjoyed being a tomboy. She wanted to be a protector for others. 
Instead of her appearance, she practised Taekwondo. Bruce told me that Taekwondo 
could make her react faster. During the two interviews, Audrey almost occupied 
two-third of the time. She shared how and why a girl took up a tomboy identity and 
her same-sex intercourse experience. Bruce was much passive. Because of 
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harassment, a tomboy determined to exclude men from her sex life. 
Snow 
Snow and Bruce were in the same class. Like Bruce, Snow knew that I was doing a 
research on tomboys. She agreed to be my informant after the public examination. 
I met her in the counseling room one day. We had talked for about three hours. I 
had been Snow's Form 1 class mistress. At that time, she was a very quiet girl who 
wore long hair. Snow did not have a mother. She lived with her father and a 
younger brother. I did not talk to her much in the following years. I just 
recognized that she had her hair cut short but was long again in Form 6. In her 
interview, Snow shared her story of how she tried to be a tomboy but gave it up later. 
She reflected that there are certain conditions to be a successful tomboy. She didn't 
think that she could meet the requirements. Being a feminine girl was more suitable 
for her. Now she wanted to be a 'pure' (i.e. two feminine girls in a lesbian 
relationship). From Snow's experience, being a tomboy and a real man were the 
same in a heterosexual society. Girls expect the male partners to protect them and to 
sacrifice more. Snow did not want to take this 'burden'. 
Cindy 
I was Cindy's Form 1 class mistress. Although she was outgoing and a bit boyish, 
she did not claim herself a tomboy at that time. Cindy was very sporty and active. 
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She loved to play volleyball and she joined the school team later. Although I did not 
meet her again in lessons, I always found her on the playground. I sensed that she 
became a tomboy. Cindy played wildly with her classmates. Many girls enjoyed 
watching their game. Cindy was a 'star' among the juniors. Similar to other 
tomboys, her academic results were not good. She could not be promoted to Form 6. 
From Bruce, I leam that she met a boy and was in love. Luckily I met her recently. 
She became a very feminine girl with long hair. I chatted with her for a while and 
invited her to be my informant. She gave me her contact number. When I started 
my fieldwork a few months later, I called Cindy. Before the interview, I phoned her 
to confirm the meeting. She told me that she was not at home. I knew that 
something was wrong, I wanted to postpone the interview. But Cindy insisted to 
continue because she had promised me eventually. We met in a park. On that day, 
I saw a wailing girl walk towards me. Cindy looked pale and she asked me if she 
could smoke or not. I said fine because she was not stable. She had a terrible fight 
with her boyfriend because the guy had an affair with another girl. The boy slapped 
her and she stayed with another friend over night. Although her boy friend was five 
years younger than her, Cindy acted as a cute and tame girl friend. She was deeply 
hurt this time because she had sacrificed a lot to this guy. 
We chatted the whole morning. Cindy expressed her happiness when she recalled 
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her schooldays. Angriness in the form of vulgar words was spitted when she 
described her father. Bits of sadness and helplessness could be heard when Cindy 
talked about her boyfriend. She calmed down at last. From her story, I recognized 
that Cindy was a girl with a strong will and wanted to be important to others. She 
was the ‘man，in the family who took care of her mother. Her mother was a single 
parent. She tried her best to be a 'perfect' girl friend to the man she loved. Cindy 
shared with me the performative nature of a tomboy. She had mentioned a few times 
that being a tomboy was under her control. It was a calculative and rational 
performance before the audience. But nothing was under her control when she fell 
in love with this guy. 
King Kong 
Like her name, King Kong was a tall and chunky girl with a husky voice. She was 
easily mistaken as a boy. Although King Kong came from a well-off family, she 
insisted on earning her own living. She could only be a clerk because her exam 
result was poor. She could not be promoted to Form 6. Unlike the other five girls, 
King Kong claimed herself a tomboy at the very beginning of Form 1. King Kong 
believed that she herself was an inborn lesbian. She had special feeling on girls 
when she was in primary school. Because of her tomboyish outlook, King Kong was 
the first potential informant that came into my mind. A male colleague helped me to 
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contact her. We had the interview in the Polytechnic University. At first we sat 
outside the library. A warm-up chat was needed because I did not teach her while 
she was studying in Sincerity School. King Kong was reserved but she was more 
open after I had shared my research purpose with her. She did not mention a lot of 
her school life but talked more about her working life. Since she kept her tomboy 
outlook, it was interesting to hear how a tomboy dealt with the male colleagues in an 
office. She even disclosed parts of her sex life with me. The interview had been 
interrupted by heavy rainfall. We stood at the comer until the end of the interview. 
Compared with the other girls, King Kong was very conservative. She admitted that 
her father influenced her most. If she had a family, she would be the only 
breadwinner of the family. Her girl friend had to stay at home and be the housewife. 
Here King Kong displayed another type of tomboy. She was indeed not a feminist. 
King Kong was exactly a male 'inside a female body'. 
Jordan 
I had taught Jordan for five years. She was another tomboy who came into my mind 
while I was preparing my research. We were not too close because I had been a very 
strict teacher in those years. Form the students' point of view; I was neither warm 
nor approachable. Again, Jordan could not get good academic results. She left 
school after Form 5. Jordan became a salesperson right away. I met her once when 
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she came back school to celebrate Christmas. We had quite a 'deep' talk and I 
shared my research purpose with her. She promised to be my informant. The 
interview was held in a MacDonald's Restaurant. There were not many people 
because it was still early in the morning. Due to her family background, Jordan loses 
her faith on men. Her father was a drunkard who always bit his wife. Her elder 
brother was also a bad-tempered man. Jordan mentioned several times that she 
could not imagine herself to be with a guy. "I don't want it! I just can't! (Have 
relationship with guys)" These were her responses to me. In this interview, Jordan 
reflected to me that I was one of those teachers who opposed same-sex affairs in her 
schooldays. Like King Kong, Jordan insisted to keep her tomboy outlook when she 
looked for a job. From her experience, it was not easy for an unfeminine girl to look 
for clerical work. 
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Table 1 
Here is some basic information of the six old girls. 
Audrey Bruce Snow Cindy King Jordon 
Kong 
Age 18 \S \9 B ^ ^ 
Self-claimed A A tomboy A 'pure' A A tomboy A tomboy 
identity at heterosexual (Lesbian) (A lesbian) heterosexual (A 
present female female lesbian) 
Family Living with Living with Living with Living with Living Living with 
background her parents father and mother and with sister 
boyfriend brother sister parents 
Occupation Salesgirl Student Student Clerk Clerk Salesperson 
Meaning of Take the Take the Take the A masculine A A girl who 
tomboy male role in male role male role girl in a masculine is 
a girl-girl in the in a same same-sex girl who masculine 
relationship female sex relationship is and has 
same-sex relationship sexually special 
relationship attracted feelings on 
by girls girls 
Situation Crush on a Crush on a Crush on a Crush on a Identified Crush on a 
leads to the girl at the girl in girl at the girl at the by girl at the 
confirmation end of the Form 2 second second term another first term of 
of tomboy first Form 1 term of of Form 1 tomboy Form 1 




of Form 1 
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Summary 
As a teacher-researcher, I chose my ex-students as my informants. I knew them 
quite well. Such kind of relationship enhanced the effectiveness of the interview. 
During the in-depth interviews, most of them were willing to disclose their family and 
personal lives to me. Although the informants came from different cohorts, they 
underwent similar stages to become a tomboy. I argue that the social context of an 
all-girls school helps some girls to deny femininity. This context provides an 
opportunity for these girls to recreate a new gender role. From the above case 
studies, I leamt that the six girls identified themselves as tomboys when they were in 
lower forms. Four of them did not get along well with their fathers or male 
counterparts. In the coming chapter, I will focus on how tomboys and the other girls 
interact in the formal and informal school settings. 
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Chapter 4 School as a site for Identity Construction 
As I have quoted in Chapter 2，school is a site where actors leam the norms and 
practical ways to respond to formal culture. Both the physical setting and the people 
involved shape the formal school culture. Connell (2000:52) argues that the pattern 
of gender relations institutionalized in a school may have a gender effect on all actors 
within the institution. He applies the term 'gender regime' to denote the pattern of 
practices that construct particular forms of masculinity and femininity among the 
teaching staff and students, orders them in terms of prestige and power, and constructs 
a sexual division of labor within the institution. I am going to provide some 
background information of Sincerity School first. Then the students' knowledge on 
sexuality will be examined through the existing formal and informal school cultures. 
Through the narratives of the informants, I attempt to analyze how different forms of 
masculinity and femininity emerge from the aspects of the disciplinary control and 
pedagogy of teachers. 
School Background 
1. School Nature 
The Sincerity School is a Christian girls' school with a long history. The school 
takes Chinese as the medium of instruction (CMI). It had been regarded as one of 
the best Chinese girls' schools in Hong Kong. But nowadays, schools that take 
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English as a medium of instruction are more popular than schools with Chinese as a 
medium of instruction. So students in Sincerity School, mostly from medium or 
lower bands, have moderate ability. The school has to struggle for upholding its 
prestige 
2. Geography 
The location of Sincerity School is a residential area with lots of public housing 
estates. Many secondary schools cluster around Sincerity School but only a few of 
them use English as medium of instruction (EMI). Sincerity School, like other CMI 
schools, competes with those EMI schools for better student intake. The situation is 
getting worse when some girls of Sincerity School do not behave well outside school. 
The school prestige is further ruined. School administrators give a strong message 
for the teachers to upgrade the academic performance of the students. Homework, 
tests and projects are the visible, accountable layout of the teachers. Teachers do 
their work with awareness of the need for performativity of their tasks. Teachers 
require students to have good academic results and to be emotionally stable and the 
students well perceive their teachers' expectations. 
-63 -
3. Teachers 
70% of the teaching staff including me has been teaching in this school for over ten 
years. Most of the female teachers are feminine but career-oriented. There are less 
than ten male teachers. All of them are married and are in the 30s. Most of the 
teaching staffs are carriers of tradition. About 10% of them have been here for over 
twenty years. Among them were high-flyers who were graduated from local 
universities in the 70s and 80s. Like they did, these teachers expect the girls to be 
excelling in academic performance like them. As a result, girls from Sincerity 
School are famous for being modest, hardworking and well disciplined. 
4. Parents 
Parents are neither well off nor well educated. They always work late. I once 
asked some parents of my Form 1 students the reasons why they let their daughters 
study in Sincerity School. They all talked about tradition. In the past, graduates 
were mostly modest and decent girls. They were righteous, helpful, empathetic and 
rational. Parents want their girls to have the above traits. They expect the school to 
help them to cultivate this kind of conventional femininity for their daughters. 
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Formal School Culture 
1. Cultivation of 'respectable' girls 
By tradition, the Sincerity School authority adopts a particular pattern of practices in 
terms of school ethnos and rules, which constructs their own specific kind of 
conventional femininity---girls should be rational, empathetic, helpful, and righteous 
with dignity. The Sincerity School aims at training 'respectable' girls. Teachers 
always urge the girls to focus on promoting high academic performance together with 
a righteous heart. 
Snow and Audrey share a similar opinion on teachers' scripts of being a girl. 
Snow: Teachers always scold us for being lazy. They always check whether we 
have carved on the desks or not. For the lower form students, they mainly 
concerned whether they have cut their arms or legs with cutters*. 
(*This is a popular way for some lower form students in Hong Kong to use cutters to 
carve bloody lines on arms or legs whenever they are depressed.) 
Audrey: Teachers have lots of work to do. They are always in a hurry. There are 
lots of marking. They have to mark homework of the whole class. 
The others leave school right after the bell rings because they have to 
cook for their families! So how can the teachers have time (to talk to 
us)? 
It echoes what Chan's illustration of her girls in band 2 and 3 schools. Students in 
those schools leam "to work hard, be industrious and strive for better results, yet 
female students in particular are also confronted with the need to be helpful and 
supplementary" (1996:68). All these requirements are summarized in the school 
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ethos. Not only academic performances, girls must have simple outlook and 
righteous heart. On the other hand, teachers in Sincerity School use strategies to 
control the girls' sexuality. Some parents prefer an all-girls school because it is 
'safe' to study in a single-sex school setting. They do not want their girls to get in 
touch with the boys. One of the girls, Audrey, told me that she was at first enrolled 
to a co-educational school. Her mum preferred Audrey to study in a single-sex 
school because it was 'safer'. As a result, she got into this school by interview. In 
order to mode the girls, the school authority and the teachers use disciplinary 
measures to formulate the girls' sexual subjectivities. 
Through Audrey, Bruce, Jordan, King Kong, Cindy and Snow, I am going to examine 
how they interpret the ‘formal，meaning in an institutionalized set of social relations 
and create their own 'informal' meanings within peers. Their subjective sexual 
experiences are detailed in the following sections. First they talked about the school 
strategy in training them to be feminine. 
2. Discipline Control----Being Feminine: being simple and be pure 
M.M.C: What do you think of your school? 
Bruce: Oh, well! The school authority is very conservative. They go for 
simplicity and homogeneity. Students cannot dress up to make themselves 
special. Girls from our school are really dumb(好薯).You must consult 
the school authority and ask for their permission if you want to organize 
some special activities. Usually it takes quite a long while and you 
students must keep patient in the process. Even though you are permitted 
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to join some inter-school activities, the school authority will prefer you to 
wear uniform! What we want is to make friends; no matter they are boys 
or girls. 
From Bruce's observation, girls' bodies are heavily patrolled. Name and prestige is 
on top of the list. Students in the Sincerity School are molded to be obedient, 
righteous and simple. 'Modesty' is the best word to conclude what Bruce has said. 
Girls are taught not to be sexy and not to be extravagant. Audrey has a similar 
observation. 
Audrey: Our school wants the girls to be 'nice'. They don't want troublemakers. 
That's why we can't join any overnight camping activity; we are 
preferred to wear uniform. 
The school uses a ‘close-door’ policy to limit the possibility of sexual explorations of 
the girls. In Audrey's wording, being "nice" denotes good academic performance 
with no connection with boys. Girls are better to be 'non-sexualized'. Messing 
with boys brings the school a lot of troubles. The school image will be ruined. The 
girls leam to become simple, naive but feminine. The school authority has to create a 
space to accommodate with this notion. This idea parallels with Kehily's comment 
on the discourse of the official school. 
“In the domain of the sexual, for example, the discourse of the official school assumes 
that students are sexually innocent and in need of protection"(2002:37). Internally, 
the school has a conscious arrangement for the teaching staff. Sincerity School is an 
all-girls school, which has a female-dominated staff. According to the girls' 
-67-
opinion, most of the male teachers are not attractive. 
Audrey: Being a male teacher in our school must have some shortcomings. Let's 
say the coolest guy, Mr. Koo. He has a poor tongue. Oh! Look at 
Sissy Tom! He's cute, from the eyes of the gay men. Wow, I almost 
forget the ‘the material guy，who always talks about money. In a word, 
these guys are not 'normal' indeed. There leaves no choices. I guess 
that's the school policy for preventing the girls to be fascinated and have 
fantasy on the male teachers. Teacher-student love affair is always a 
taboo in school. 
Jordan: By the time I was at school, teachers were eager to improve our academic 
standard. Most of the female teachers were very feminine with long hair 
and feminine outlook. Some of them wore make-up. They liked to 
wear fashionable outfit. Some of them were lady-like whereas some of 
them were dolly-like. For the pretty ones, they had many fans. Their 
clothes were one of our gossip topics. There are only a few of them 
wore short hair with a masculine outlook. They were strict on us. One 
of them even openly showed her distaste on same-sex affair because she 
was always mad at me. 
From the description of Audrey, the school adopts a 'de- masculinized' policy, which 
can minimize sexual attraction towards the male teachers. They are not the 
ideal-types of boys from the girls' point of view. Jordan believed that the school 
authority preferred to employ conventional and feminine female teachers. They 
could be role models for the girls to leam how to be a female. This echoes what 
some scholars claim that school is a venue for constructing heterosexuality (Epstein & 
Johnson 1998, Mac an Ghail 1994, Kehily 2002) among teenagers. Kehily claims 
"Heterosexuality is largely assumed and unnamed within the context of the school. 
When teachers and pupils talk about sex they are implicitly talking 'heterosexuality'" 
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(2000:57). Epstein and Johnson (1998) share a similar opinion. They think that 
the presence of heterosexual relations and its structure present pervasively which 
makes heterosexuality normal and powerful in the daily lives of teachers and pupils. 
In other words, it is so 'natural' that no one bothers to question. Students get this 
cultural knowledge of being a boy or a girl. Talking about constructing femininity, 
Tong's research (2002) on Bernard College has a similar finding. The boys and girls 
were segregated. Just like streaming classes, boys learned D & T whereas girls 
learned Home Economics. She had talked to the teachers and found that the 
disciplinary control on girl's body and sex was strict. In Bernard College, girls had 
to wear a one-piece white dress. The girls could not move as they wish. They 
stayed indoors. By wearing trousers, boys could move freely and they occupied the 
playground most of the time. In Tong's view, this is a kind of body control on girls. 
In Wong's research (1994:51-59), the school also administered rules to regulate the 
girls' sexuality and femininity. The girls wore one-piece dress with its length to the 
knee. Body curves or individual displays were not allowed. Tidiness was the 
keyword. They even had a rule that girls were not allowed to sit on the desks. If 
their hair reached the shoulders, they had to tie it up. One of the girls had 
complained to Wong that her mother suspected her to go dating when she combed her 
hair more than three times. That was why the parents highly recommended the 
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school authority to make the girls to tie their hair up. What about the rules in an 
all-girls school? 
3. School Rules 
In terms of disciplinary control, the girls' conventional femininity can be cultivated by 
following the rules and regulations as shown in the following table. 
Snapshots of Sincerity School Rules 
Learning Attitude 
Do not bring anything special which is irrelevant to learning. 
Personal Discipline 
1. Respect and obedient to the Principal, teachers and janitors. 
2. Be polite, kind and friendly to everyone. 
3. Bow to the teachers or other visitors. 
8. Do not play or run in the corridors. 
14. For the sake of school prestige, behave appropriately in public. Do not eat on the 
street or drift around open space in your uniform. 
Classroom Management 
2. Do not talk loudly or leave your seat between lessons. 
4. Do not yell or run in the corridors during recess. 
Uniform 
Hair 
1. Avoid extravagant hairstyle. 
2. If your hair is below shoulders, make it short or tie it into braids, buns or 
ponytails at the back of the head. 
3. Always tidy your hair with hair clips. 
4. Do not dye your hair. 
5. Keep a proper hairstyle. 
6. Never style your hair with hair mousse or gel. 
Hair Accessories 
1. Be simple and modest. 
2. Decorate your hair with accessories in blue, white or black only. 
3. The accessories must not larger than 5cm in size. 
Earring 
1. Wear earrings on earlobes in white, gold, silver or blue. 
2. The shape of earrings is preferred in ballistic shape. 
Outfit 
The length of the skirt should be to the knees. 
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If the girls follow the above school rules, they can be feminine. They have to sit 
properly and are not allowed to have much physical movement in the open space. 
They cannot look spectacular. Everybody has to wear a Sincerity School look. It is 
a homogeneous group. Personal manifestation of oneself is not encouraged. The 
informants share a similar opinion. 
M.M.C.: What do you think of the school rules? 
Snow: The school rules are not too strict. Teachers only remind us not to cut our 
hair too short. We cannot put on hair-gel or perm booby hair. The hair 
clips and ear- rings have a restricted color and texture. We are not 
allowed to wear accessories and make-up. Everybody looks exactly the 
same. When I was practicing to be a tomboy, I was worried about my 
hairstyle. 
Audrey: Tomboys in other schools are often discriminated by the whole school, 
especially the teachers. The school disciplinary master takes the TBs and 
their fans to the office to brief. They mean to stop the emergence of TBs. 
However, it is not the case in Sincerity School. The students accept TBs. 
Teachers believe that tomboys do not exist permanently. They will 
become girls again when they leave school. Although the disciplinary 
mistress, Mrs. Lin, does not welcome us, she does not force us to give up 
our tomboy identity. That's why there are so many TBs here. 
The girls reflect the conservative policy of the school. From Bruce's observation, 
girls are confined in a single-sex setting. They have little knowledge of the outer 
world, especially contact with boys. Therefore girls in school are briefed ways to be 
feminine by the teachers. Most of the teachers prefer to use what Kehily (2002) has 
introduced, normative heterosexual discursive strategies for teaching the girls to be a 
conventional feminine girl. The girls recall how the female teachers teach them to 
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be feminine girls. 
4. Pedagogy of Teachers----The Construction of Conventional Femininity 
In the following section, I am going to analyze how teachers' pedagogy helps to 
construct conventional femininity. 
Snow: The female teachers always remind us not to sit with our legs widely 
apart, especially when a male teacher is standing in front of us. 
King Kong: The teachers are very busy. I had little contact with the female 
teachers. Mr. Choi is the only one whom I have been kept in touch 
until now. But we rarely talk about TB. I only remembered once he 
asked me to let my hair long. Senior teachers prefer to discuss issues 
in a subtle and indirect way. You have to guess what they mean. It's 
just like solving puzzles. If you don't get it, they will not bother to 
explain their opinion. 
Bruce: There is a big gap between the teachers and me. I don't share my 
feelings with them. Really, they cannot influence me. 
For Snow, the female teachers instructed the girls to be reserved. They could not do 
anything seductively towards the male. Chan (2004) had a similar observation. In 
her research on girls from bands 4 and 5 schools, the school authority required them 
to regulate their own sexual behavior. Active female sexuality was misconduct 
(2004:22). Tomboys such as King Kong and Bruce did not get close to the female 
teachers. King Kong made friends with the male teachers instead. She also 
illustrated how a male teacher attempted to persuade a tomboy to become ‘a girl' 
again. A conventional feminine girl had to have long hair. From their point of view, 
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teachers were industrious and formal. The girls reported a vivid picture of how 
teachers in Sincerity School persuaded the girls to be 'respectable'. The girls 
revealed that teachers tolerated relatively to tomboy behavior. They patrolled the 
girls in a subtle way. 
To further regulate the girls' sexual behavior, teachers discouraged girls to have dating 
behavior. Audrey and Jordan supported this observation. 
Audrey: Dating is not allowed by the school. 
Jordan: The school authority does not permit dating. I think most of the teachers, 
no matter they are old or young, male or female, boyish or feminine, all 
oppose students' dating. They always say that it is better to work hard at 
the mean time, if not, your chance will be gone. Girls today must have 
good education in order to survive. You may find 'another half’ in 
future. Then you two can have a new family. You will be a good wife, 
a good mother and a good working partner. This is the message I have 
heard number of times in lessons or informal chats. Teachers will not 
accept students to have love affairs. It will be more serious to have 
same-sex dating! Miss Chu, one of the fewest in school who knows my 
identity, has repeatedly shown her wariness about me. She doesn't think 
tomboys will have a good future. 
From the above dialogues, the girls shared a thinking that the school authority and 
most of the senior teachers tried to construct the girls to be rational but feminine. 
Image of the school always came first. Factors like academic performance and the 
students' behaviors outside school were the keystones for building the school fame. 
So teachers put much effort for pursuing higher scores. In the expense of time, they 
preferred to bring out ‘sexual scripts' through activities. Audrey expressed that sex 
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education in Sincerity School at that time was about self-enhancement. Teachers did 
not talk much about sex during the moral lessons. She could only recall once the 
teacher of Social Studies had discussed marriage with them in lesson. Teachers 
preferred to spend more time on drilling the girls through tests and exams. All these 
were means to develop a typical Sincerity girl model. Jordan also mentioned the 
threefold roles of a female in the society. It was under such a circumstance that the 
girls seek their own way to experience sexuality. In the following section, the girls 
showed how they flourished their own culture. This culture is mainly about 
sexuality. The girls manipulated those norms in a creative way. The arena was 
beneath the formal school culture. 
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Informal School Culture 
'Informal' denotes a situation that students set up their own belief system and related 
modes of behavior when inhabiting in a particular school setting. It is a culture 
because the belief system and modes of behavior vary in different bandings and 
compositions of school. It is through this informal culture that students' sexuality is 
shaped. Janice M. Irvine shares a similar opinion on culture. 
'Culture is the set of historically created worldview, rules, and practices by which a 
group organize itself.... Culture shapes and constructs sexuality on the levels of what 
we believe to be sexual, what we know as the rules for being sexual (when, with 
whom, how), and, some would argue, even what we feel as sexual' (1995:25). 
She argues that our sexuality is a product within this culture. If we put it into the 
context of Sincerity School, girls in this single-sex school live in a sexual culture that 
has been existed for quite a while. Like what Irvine has described, when they enter 
Sincerity School, they become aware of the informal sexual culture among the peers. 
The girls construct their sexuality on the levels of what they believe to be sexual, what 
they know as the rules for being sexual, and, even what they feel as sexual. Kehily 
uses the concept of ‘student sexual cultures to constitute informal groups of school 
students who actively ascribe meanings to events within specific social contexts' 
(2002:1). She further argues that 'this process of making meaning within the 
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immediate realm of the local produces individual and collective identities, ...ways of 
developing a sense of self in relation to others (Kehily 2002:1). This process of 
making sense of the world within the locale of the school can be seen as an active 
process that carries social and psychic investments for individuals and groups'. 
Epstein & Johnson (1998)，Mac an Ghail (1994) and Kehily(2002) support an 
argument that school is a site for adolescents to have sexual learning and to construct 
sexual identities. Through negotiations with the schooling world and the exercise of 
agency, the girls create their own lives and actively give meanings to events. In this 
way, girls can be seen as developing their own cultures. Kehily also highlights that 
students are active subjects who produces sex-gender identities through specific 
discursive strategies. Mac an Ghail (1994) has a similar observation. In his study 
of masculinities, young people have diverse values, understanding and feelings as 
well as local cultural knowledge that they bring with them into the classroom. 
Young people are active makers of sex/gender identities. 
The old girls reflect on the informal school culture that co-exists with the dominant 
school gender regime. They shared with us the norms in their belief system that 
guide individual's feelings and behaviors. 
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1. To grow up means to love or be loved 
M.M.C; What did you find in your school life? 
Audrey: By the time adolescents get into secondary schools, they are easily attracted 
by each other in love affairs. This is an all-girls school. You can still see 
lovers walk in pairs. Tomboys play basketball with fans all around. Your 
friends start to play a ‘who likes whom' game and no sooner, you will 
immerge into it. It is a stage to maturity. Since this is a girls' school, 
your emotion will lead you to become a tomboy or a TBG 
M.M.C.: Can you tell me something more about emotion? 
Audrey: What I mean emotion is the affection for love. Adolescents are curious 
about love while they are growing. They want to know what it means by 
'being together' and what is being in love. Every youngster wants to have 
romance and tries to date. It is just because you are in a girls' school. (If 
you want to fall in love), you will have to be a tomboy or a TBG 
Audrey: Of course, no teachers will allow the students to date. But students who 
undergo the puberty stage are eager to start a romantic relationship. We 
just do what we want to do! You may say that we are rebellious, cause' 
we always do something in an opposite way. 
Jordan: When I was in Form 1，I found that everybody hunts for dates. They might 
date the senior ones or someone in the same class. One of my classmates 
expressed her love to me at the very first month! 
Jordan: The teachers cannot influence us. I only know that the girls around me are 
dating, no matter the feminine type or the masculine type. It is no big deal 
for two girls going together in our school. 
Here the students had a completely different viewpoint on adolescent developmental 
task. Unlike the expectations from the school authority and the teachers, maturity 
did not mean ability to rational thinking or to strive for academic or athletic 
achievement. The growing task of the girls was to find ways for attaining popularity 
and attractiveness. Girls' self-esteem related to the involvement in romantic 
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relationships. They paid much attention to love experience. Audrey emphasized 
that adolescence was the time they were ready for love. The desire to experience a 
loving relationship with ‘the right person' was the issue they concerned most. 
Jackson (1999) once mentioned, "The maintenance of a positive feminine self-concept 
depends on the successful management of romantic relationships." School therefore 
can be interpreted as a site that they can form different sexual identities by building 
their own sexual relationship. This confirms what Thome (1993) had found in her 
study of primary school boys and girls. From her point of view, adolescents 
experienced their heterosexual identities by performing various cultural practices of 
the dominant heterosexual world. Practices like physical attractiveness, desirability 
and status were played out in processes of dating and dumping. Girls in Sincerity 
School built their sexual identities by searching for romantic relationship in their 
self-created informal sexual world. 
2. To love means to get involved with a boy 
Paradoxically the girls believe is heterosexual love, which is a norm in the dominant 
sexual culture. As we have mentioned elsewhere that heterosexuality is normatively 
and powerfully present in our daily lives. Kehily also expresses that ‘school 
relations are organized around the assumption that heterosexuality is the natural order 
of things: (2002:57) Heterosexuality is a principle to categorize and to differentiate 
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the people or sexual practices within peer group interaction. 
Cindy: Being in a girls' school, it is 'natural' to have tomboys, no matter they are 
inborn or not. Such kind of matter (same-sex dating) is expected to 
happen here. Romancing with a tomboy is normal. Romancing 
without a tomboy is abnormal. 
Audrey: Maybe the girls do not have many choices. It is natural for two girls to 
come together. ‘Dating tomboys' is a trendy matter. 
King Kong: Those TBGs have no choice at all. There aren't any boys in school. 
So they date tomboys. For tomboys, they can date other girls outside 
school. It's just plenty of choices in school. They can easily pick one. 
From the above narrations, all girls expressed that dating had to be with a boy. They 
repeated the phase 'it's natural to have tomboys' again and again because the girls 
believed that they were dating 'boys'. In a heterosexual world, the ideology of 
male-female relationship is prominent. However, in a confined situation like this, 
girls of Sincerity School creatively formulate their own kind of heterosexuality. I 
would argue that it is pseudo-heterosexual because the girls are imitating or 
resembling the dominant sexual practice. It is ‘pseudo’ in essence because tomboys 
are socially claimed males but not biological ones. King Kong told us how this 
pseudo-heterosexual world is materialized. 
M.M.C. : How can girls date boys in a girls' school? 
King Kong: We are confined in the school. All of us need to change ourselves 
together in order to make something really happen. Suppose a girl 
wants to date a boy, it is impossible to find anyone around. She has to 
look for someone who looks and acts like a boy instead when she 
cannot approach anyone outside the school. They do not date boys so 
they turn to tomboys. When this girl leaves school, she leams more 
about the outside world. She may choose a boy instead of a TB. 
- 7 9 -
Even a TB may twist back to a girl when she is no longer at school. 
King Kong's comment echoed Jackson's analysis of social construction of female 
sexuality. 
"Girls leam to enact sexual scripts within the milieu of their peer group, an 
environment which may be characterized as homo-social and heterosexual. So 
although their sexual interest is focused on the opposite sex, it is primarily to their 
same-sex peers that adolescents will look for validation of their sexual attitudes and 
accomplishment" (Jackson 1999:41). 
In a situation like what King Kong has described, girls in this school create a localized 
heterosexual culture. Here is a site for them to validate their sexual attitudes and 
actualize their sexual fantasy. But I have to pay attention to the periodical nature of 
this pseudo-heterosexual relationship. It has a potential to undergo changes when 
their living milieu is not the same. Some girls can choose to transgress into a new 
gender role. 'Tomboy' is the new gender to denote a 'pseudo' boy within their peer 
culture. 
3. A girl can be a boy: Transgression of gender role 
As I have mentioned above, girls in the Sincerity School have the space and the 
ability to build up a pseudo-heterosexual culture in their own social world. Audrey, 
the ex-tomboy, shared with us what she felt at her early pre-tomboy age. 
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Audrey: By the time I get into this school, I recognize how some senior girls change 
themselves bit by bit into tomboys. All of us accept tomboys are 'normal'. 
My friends go crazy with different tomboys. Although some may be fans 
of a few male teachers, later they will twist back to our trend of dating 
tomboys. For me, it is amazing that a girl can transgress into a boy! 
Most of my friends have already treated me as a boy and I was really in love 
with a girl! OK, fine, I'll be a tomboy then. 
Audrey's account supports Kehily's (2002) claim that students can ascribe meanings 
to issues of sexuality within peer groups and in social interaction more generally. 
She further argues that this process of making meaning within the immediate realm of 
the local produces individual and collective identities, that is to say, ways of 
developing a sense of self in relation to others. Both Kehily and Audrey pinpoint that 
identity is relationally formed. This confirms what I have cited in Chapter 2 that 
tomboy and TBG are the necessary relational identities to denote a 
pseudo-heterosexual relationship in an all girls' school. 
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Summary 
In this chapter, I have examined how the social environment and the people 
expectation formulate the formal and informal school culture. The narratives reflect 
how the school authority regulates the girls' sexualities. I also dig into the informal 
sexual culture of the students. The value system of the girls helps to formulate a 
pseudo-heterosexual order. I find that 'compulsory heterosexuality' is presented in 
the minds of all actors and agencies in school. Different parties express adolescent 
femininity in different ways. For the school authority, conventional femininity 
relates to academic accomplishment whereas the girls put much effort in consolidating 
their femininity through searching for romantic relationship. It is the background for 
the upcoming discussion to locate how some girls deny femininity and choose to 
transgress into tomboys. This construction of pseudo-heterosexual masculine 
identity will be described in the following chapter. 
- 8 2 -
Chapter 5 Tomboy as a Social Act 
In the last chapter, the old girls' stories illustrates how the combined effects of formal 
school culture, teachers' pedagogy and student sexual cultures act on the construction 
of diverse modes of student femininity within a single-sex arena. Those girls were 
aware of the co-existence of two cultures. On the one hand, the school authority 
uses different means to stabilize conventional femininity. On the other hand, 
tomboys are accepted in the informal school culture of a girls' world. These girls 
managed to develop a range of sexual subjectivities that include the formation of a 
new gender role. 
In this chapter, I shall examine how some girls resist femininity and take up the 
tomboy identity through discursive practices in the peer groups. I will argue that the 
identity building of tomboys is a 'collective project' within female peer groups. This 
idea is derived from Mac an Ghail's discussion about the differentiation of 
masculinities. In his study, 'male peer-group networks constituted the institutional 
infrastructure, within which a range of social and sexual identities were negotiated 
and ritualistically projected. They were key features of the students' micro-culture, 
providing a material and symbolic safe space within which to develop social and 
discursive practices that served to validate and amplify their masculine reputations' 
(Mac an Ghail 1994:53). As Mac an Ghail suggests, the social and discursive 
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practices served to validate the boys' masculinities. 
Since tomboy is a ‘pseudo-boy’ in a pseudo-heterosexual world, the girls used their 
bodies to perform masculinity. Halberstam (1998) pinpoints that masculinity is 
possible to disconnect from the male bodies. She echoes Butler by seeing gender as 
performative. Their assertion problemizes the cultural formation of sex and the 
interconnections between sex and gender. Masculinity and femininity, from this 
perspective, should be understood as something that cannot simply be equated with 
biological sex. The implication of this is that, at particular social contexts, female 
bodies are able to take on and live out particular masculinities. This is how 
Halberstam interprets 'female masculinity'. Davies and Harre further elaborate this 
context as the process of social interaction as follows: 
"An individual emerges through the process of social interaction, not as a relatively 
fixed end product but as one who is constituted and reconstituted through the various 
discursive practices in which they participate." 
(Davies and Harre 1990:46) 
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Discursive Construction of Tomboy Identity 
Through the six girls, I have observed how their interaction with peer groups help to 
build up their tomboy identities in the form of discursive practices. Discourse is the 
main theme in the following section. Foucault (1986) proposes that sexuality is 
constructed in history. It is brought into being by and through discourses. For 
Foucault, 'discourses' are methods of understanding the world. They involve 
patterns, processes and ways of operating. Discourses in fields such as medicine, 
religion, law and education all help people to create sexuality. He further introduces 
a term ‘discursive practices' to observe and define individuals and groups. "From a 
Foucaultian point of view, discourses actively create specific sexualities by turning 
subjects into objects of knowledge" (Kehily 2002:37). People use dominant sexual 
discourses as disciplinary strategies to regulate sexual desire and personal 
relationships. Haywood and Mac an Ghail (2003) delineate the meaning of 
discourse "to refer to specialized and common sense regulated systems of meaning 
through which we make sense of the world. Discourse is constructed in and through 
particular practices, which make available social identities or subject positions, and 
which simultaneously entail relations of power. For example, we identify ourselves 
as female or male, or heterosexual but we could not do so if categorizing discourses of 
gender and sexuality did not exist. In this limited sense, we are 'produced' by 
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discourses and discursive practices" (Haywood & Mac an Ghail 2003:152). 
Through discursive practices, the informants in this study grasped the ways of 
knowing and understanding a pseudo-heterosexual world. This was a single-sex 
world where some girls were able to repudiate femininity and created female 
masculinity. 
1. A Question from the Feminine Counterpart---"Are you a tomboy?" 
Audrey: I wore short hair and I behaved rudely like a boy. I was not feminine but 
boyish when I was young. Unlike ordinary girls, my voice was deep. So 
everybody starts to ask whether I was a tomboy or not. Even I was 
walking along the corridor or in the toilet; people come to me and ask the 
same question. After the Sports Day, more people approached me and 
proposed to be my girl friend. At first, I denied that I was a TB. But later, 
my answer was 'I am not sure'. 
Jordan has a similar experience. 
Jordan: I heard about tomboy when I was in Form 1. There were masculine girls 
who had lots of fans around. They always played basketball or volleyball 
in the playground. At that time, some of my classmates joined the 
cheerleaders. They fell in love with some tomboys of senior forms. They 
said that tomboys were cool. Because of my appearance, my classmates 
had already treated me as a tomboy. People asked me if I love girls or not. 
I told them that I had not fallen in love with a girl yet. I did not have a 
target. But the idea of ‘I am a tomboy' grew stronger and stronger because 
different people had been asking me the same question. They might show 
me a fact. 
In trying to understand the discursive practices of Audrey and Jordan's peers, we 
found Davies’ analysis useful. In her paper, she shows 'how gender is created by 
individuals and within individuals as they leamt the discursive practices through 
which is locate themselves as individuals and as members of the social world.' 
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(1989:229) Her particular focus is given to the narratives through which children leam 
what it means to be male or female, and through which they become locked into 
masculine and feminine subject positions. Friends of Audrey and Jordan's call them 
tomboys because they fit into their storylines of a boy. Images like short hair, sporty, 
handsome and cool are all the traits of their dream-boys. Both Audrey and Jordan 
leam this social category in the single-sex arena. By repeated questioning from their 
feminine admirers, the two girls 'begin to believe' that they are tomboys. "Once 
having taken up a particular position as one's own, a person inevitably sees the world 
from the vantage point of that position and in terms of the particular images, 
metaphors, story lines and concepts which are made relevant within the particular 
discursive practice in which they are positioned" (Davies and Harre 1990:46). A 
subject position is formed in their belief system. 
2. A Question from another Tomboy---"I am a tomboy. What about you?" 
King Kong recalled how she identified herself as a tomboy. Unlike Audrey and 
Jordan, she knew that she was different. She had special feeling for girls when she 
was in primary school. The only dress she got was the school uniform. Her 
playmates in childhood were boys. She liked to play toy cars with them. King 
Kong's accounts show "her continuous experience" in her homosexuality (Wisman 
2002:339) She had once told her parents about her special feeling for girls. They 
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seriously advised her to stop having that kind of thoughts again. She was annoyed 
because she could not identify herself and always thought she was abnormal. 
Things got changed when another self-claimed tomboy approached her. This 
self-claimed tomboy asked King Kong if she was a tomboy. At that moment, King 
Kong felt a sense of relief and a sense of awakening. She experienced a momentous 
discovery. There was really somebody in the world fantasized girls liked her. It is 
a turning point where King Kong intensified her awareness and further crystallized 
her identity. She found support from the senior. At the same time, she was curious 
why this tomboy approached her because she had been in this new school for a few 
days only. She knew little about anyone. King Kong said that the self-claimed 
tomboy might have spotted some commonalities between King Kong and her. 
3. You are a tomboy. 
Another way for these girls to identify themselves was by naming. Audrey 
accounted how she was named a tomboy. 
Audrey: When I was in Form 1,1 did not know how to distinguish a TB from a TBG. 
The seniors told me that the one with a masculine look is the TB and her 
partner was a TBG... One day, something happened to me. I thought I 
was in love with a senior. I took that I was in love because the senior 
cared about me. I felt that I was a bit different from my classmates. 
They fantasized tomboys and I fantasized a girl! So I asked my friends 
who I was. They told me that I was a tomboy! From that day onward, 
I claimed myself as a tomboy because I was in love with a girl. The 
status of tomboy was confirmed. I started to declare myself as a TB in 
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the next school term. 
Snow even changed her name when she began to be a tomboy. 
Snow: I told my friend that I liked one girl. They asked whether I wanted to be 
a TB or a TBG The girl I liked was very feminine. So I became a 
tomboy then. Then I changed my name. My friend suggested "Chris". 
The name suited both boys and girls. 
‘Naming，is a distinctive discursive practice to sexualize and 'genderize' people. 
Audrey elaborated how she formed this subject position of a tomboy with her love 
story. In Snow's case, her friend's binary categorization limited her choice of gender 
in a social relation. All the above adolescent girls carry only a binary way to settle 
the gender order. These two cases reflect Davies’ (2002) perception on how children 
become male or female. In her essay Becoming Male or Female, Davies says, 
“As children leam discursive practices of their society, they leam to position 
themselves correctly as male or female, since that is what is required of them to have 
a recognizable identity within the existing social order." (Davies 2002:283) 
From the school scene, tomboys and their girls address heterosexual desire and 
practice in the school arena. These girls "share [commonly accepted] notions of 
masculinity, in the sense of prescribed personality and behavioral characteristics 
associated with heterosexual men' (Hunter 1993:151). The two ex-tomboys formed 
their new gender-identity and performed gender appropriate behaviors in a 
collectively accepted heterosexual order. Tomboy identity therefore is being built up 
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in a pseudo-heterosexual world. 
The above accounts illustrate how discursive practices help an individual to find his or 
her subject position. Next, we will come to the ways tomboys use to consolidate 
their 'images' and aim to make the new gender-identity real. 
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The Body Construction of Tomboys—A projection of a Dream Boy 
"We use our bodies to construct our means of living, to take care of each other, to 
please each other." 
(Martin 2003:219-220) 
"We are bom male or female, but not masculine or feminine. Femininity is an 
artifice, an achievement.. ’， 
(Baitky 2003:27) 
Identity is not just about appearance, but we all express who we are to some extent 
through what we look like. Martin suggests the function of our physical bodies. 
Bartky contends that our physical bodies can be gendered in effort. In what follows, 
I shall explore those bodily practices that produce a physical tomboy body. A 
‘proper, tomboy body exhibits a specific repertoire of gesture, posture, and movement. 
This body must leam to display its charms discretionally. The proper tomboy must 
never allow herself to have any feminine properties. As I have mentioned elsewhere, 
this is a collective project between tomboys and their peers. Appearance is an 
overwhelmingly important framework through which tomboys are defined and define 
themselves. The girls aim to normalize the presence of ‘tomboys，in their 
pseudo-heterosexual world. Tomboy to them is a term that says who she is. 
Classrooms, playground and even the corridor are the spaces they can ‘do’ the gender 
-91 -
performance. 
This echoes the presentation of Ms. Yam Kim Fai(任鼓[|輝）’ a famous Cantonese 
opera star who was a male impersonator on the stage. Luo Feng (2002)，in her book 
about gender roles and politics in Hong Kong films, has taken Yam as an example to 
illustrate female-male-transvestite. Yam performed a male role with her gestures, 
clothing, make-up, voice, posture and comportment. Yam was so successful that her 
female fans were crazy about her because she had projected another kind of 
masculinity. If she did something with panache, she did it in a confident, stylish, and 
elegant way. The male roles in Yam's plays were all positive. They were talented 
intellectuals with a degree of wit and flair and a sense of humor, imperturbable heroes 
with courage, responsibility and goal for future or devoted lovers with a sensitive 
heart. Here Yam's cross-dressed performance raised an interesting phenomenon. 
Spectators, with an idealized version of masculinity, were "in love" with their ideal 
male (i.e. Yam) on the stage. Through appropriate make-up, comportment, body 
language, gesture and voice, the actor communicates with the spectators and "force 
them to concede to multiple meanings, to ambiguities of thought, feeling and 
categorization" (Ferris 1993:8). Luo Feng has referred this to Halberstam's concept 
of female masculinity (1998). All these, she further argues, are the ideal masculine 
traits that the female spectators long for in a male (1998:16-21). If we put this in the 
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context of the school, tomboys are the male impersonators who convince the 
spectators through the process of body communication in school. With the positive 
feedback from the peers, tomboy behavior is consolidated. To go out as a tomboy 
into the real world means a performance of style, whatever that style is and whomever 
they do it for. Tomboy's cross-dressed performance can be exemplified by Virginia 
Woolf's androgynous character Orlando: 
"Having once assumed the character, I began to love it, it came naturally, and the 
freedom from restraint, I mean the restraint of our tight uncomfortable clothing, was 
delicious. I tell you I was a genuine boy, I moved like a boy, felt like a boy; I was 
my own brother and in very truth. ‘‘ 
(Woolf 1964:456) 
In the following sections, I will introduce how tomboys make their new identities 
meaningful and communicative through the use of their bodies. 
1. De-femininization of the Body 
With puberty, boys and girls are distinguished. Menstruation makes female body 
fragile. Female always goes along with femininity. They are put in an unfavorable 
position. Jordan points out that it is not safe to be a feminine girl in this society. 
‘‘I always have a feeling that being a girl does not worth anything (唔着數).Just 
look at how my dad beat my mom. If you can find a good guy, you are lucky. If he 
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is a bad one, the woman is not strong enough to fight back. When I was a little girl, 
my mom did not allow me to play outside but my big brother could go wherever he 
wanted! He could even be late back home. As a girl, I could not play any vigorous 
games, like football." 
Jordan's comment parallels with De Beauvoir's views on the young girls. She said 
in her book, The Second Sex, 
"True enough, puberty transforms the young girl's body. It is more fragile than 
formerly; her strange and bothersome breasts are a burden, they remind her of their 
presence by quivering painfully during violent exercise. For the future, her muscular 
power, endurance, and agility will be inferior to those qualities in a man. At about 
thirteen is the time when boys go through a real apprenticeship in violence, when their 
aggressiveness is developed, their will to power, their love for competition; and it is at 
just this time that the girls give up rough games...In an adult world, many kinds of 
masculine behavior spring from a root of possible violence.. .but for a man to feel in 
his fists his will to self-affirmation is enough to reassure him of his sovereignty." 
(De Beauvoir 1976:353-354) 
According to De Beauvoir, a girl owns a fragile body because of menstruation and 
femininity stands for physical weakness and timidity. Prendergast (1989) further 
elaborates how girls own fragile bodies because of menstruation. The girls in her 
research experience menstruation as a social taboo in their school life. The way they 
cope with menstruation is to avoid talking about it in public. The reaction of the 
significant others in school make them fear to expose it. They feel ashamed and 
embarrassed. Some girls even leam to avoid games. Many view games as 
unpleasant and anxiety provoking. Prendergast (1989) foresees that these negative 
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lessons of school may influence women's perception on doing exercises in future. 
They prefer not to develop their sports ability. This may explain why many women 
own fragile bodies. Society tells girls in all kinds of ways that they must accept and 
take on femininity by giving up sports and active behavior in general. They must 
manage their bodies in such a way as to optimize their appearance, appeal to boys, 
stay off rape and sex, and display appropriate levels of femininity. 
Jordan feels better for owning a tomboy body. 
"With a tomboy look, my mom at least does not worry that 'something bad’ may 
happen on me for coming home late." Again, Jordan regains her confidence in 
herself by constructing a male body. A beautiful face also leads to danger as a 
feminine girl. Looking like a boy is a form of protection that no one would see her 
vulnerability. "Actually I am not afraid to go out. I am sure that matter won't 
happen on me because I am not pretty. I think that pretty girls easily get danger (其 
實覯的女仔都幾危險的）.Jordan denied that she had taken up the tomboy identity 
because she was not beautiful. But she agreed that a feminine girl must be a pretty 
girl with long hair. “I don't care when others tell me that I am not pretty. It is a fact 
that I am not gorgeous (我係卩吾正卩丫卩馬)! I look neither beautiful nor ugly. It is 
hard to describe me,(唔知點口甘).Just OK!" 
Owning a tomboy identity made Jordan attractive to pretty girls. While comparing 
with feminine girls, she was even safer in the open space with a masculine look. 
Last but not least, heterosexuality proved to be the dominant sexual/gender 
arrangement. Skeggs (1997:120) says, "Heterosexuality is an authorizing discourse, 
it gives validity to 'correct' forms of sexuality". The girls interpret masculinity and 
femininity in their own style. 
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2. Skills ofDressing-up----Looking like a boy 
In order to make their identities more convincing, tomboys try hard to maintain a 
masculine look. The old girls are going to tell us how they construct their male 
bodies and how to make tomboys' bodies natural. 
"When I was a tomboy, I preferred to wear shirts and pants because I wasn't the 
macho-type. I like to look gentle and handsome." 
(Audrey, an ex-tomboy) 
“I prefer to wear T-shirts and jeans because I am a sporty-type. I cannot wear skirts 
and dresses cos' I don't want to be called a woman." 
(Bruce, a tomboy) 
“I had never claimed myself as a TB when I was in school. Even now, I don't claim 
myself as a TB. There is no need for me to tell others I am a tomboy. They just 
look at me and the answer is in their hearts." 
(Jordan, a tomboy) 
Dresses for girls and shirts/trousers combination for boys are the cultural dress code 
for categorizing genders. Tomboys' cross-dress behavior signifies their bodies to 
boys'. Male clothing is the signifier to position themselves in the category of boys 
instead of girls. 'Looking like a boy at the first sight' is the ultimate goal for these 
tomboys. It can satisfy the sexual needs of the TBGs. Jordan told us that she did 
not need to tell others she was a tomboy. Her way of cross-dressing showed people 
around the tomboy dress code. 
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3. Hairstyle 
Hair is an interesting area of gender differentiation. Tomboys in Sincerity School 
have a common hairstyle. According to the school rules, girls are allowed to wear 
long hair. However, they must tie it if it is shoulder-length. Feminine girls had 
adornments in their h a i r c l i p s , ribbons, and knots. They cannot wear skinhead 
style. Thus, tomboys choose an androgynous style. The hair is fringe cut. Hair 
at the back is long but hair above the ears is rather short. 
tit is fashionable and popular among the young pop male 一 — transgression into masculinity. Even though some 
� 
feminine girls have short hair, their posture, voice and 
comportment all express in a feminine way. All the six 
informants I have interviewed had short hair when they were in school. Now, 
Audrey, Cindy and Snow have long hair. The other three tomboys have short hair. 
"When I was in primary school, I had long hair. I had short hair when I started my 
secondary school education. Maybe I did not act too submissive in flirtatious 
undertones, the others began to ask me if I was a TB or not." 
(Audrey, an ex-tomboy) 
"When I decided to 'do' this tomboy identity, the first thing was to change my 
hairstyle. No, it is silly to make reference from my father and the male teachers. 
- 9 7 -
They are too old. At that time I took Aaron Kwok as my role model. His hairstyle 
was fashionable in a double cut. It is not too short. If it is too weird and wacky, the 
disciplinary mistress will label me as a deviant. I didn't bother to break the school 
rule." 
(Snow, the pure) 
An androgynous hairstyle is a solution to avoid the penalty from the dominant school 
culture. It leaves a space for TBGs to fulfill their sexual imagination. Together 
with posture, gesture, comportment, voice and activities, tomboys will be highly 
visible and set them apart from other girls. 
4. Aiming at having a man's chest 
When tomboys undergo puberty stage, they come across problems arising from their 
chests. When a girl blossoms into adolescence, she experiences herself as being 
looked at in a different way than before. In this patriarchal culture, a woman often 
feels herself judged and evaluated according to the size and contours of her breasts. 
Girls，bodies become objectified by others who perceive them as more sexual than 
before (Martin 1998: 15). Young (2003: 126) once said, "Breasts are the most 
visible sign of a woman's femininity, the signal of her sexuality." 
Audrey shares with this experience in her workplace. 
"No matter you have big busts or a small one; yours are always the topic of 
amusement. Both the male and female colleagues like to make jokes on your bust." 
For tomboys, breast development is surely blocking their way to build a male body. 
The old girls share a similar viewpoint on tomboy's breasts. 
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"Breasts are obstacles (阻滯).If my breasts bounce fiercely under the T-shirt, my 
fans will laugh at me. I will become an idiot. Tomboys must not have large or 
bulbous breasts. If they are big, TBs bind them tightly. I found some tomboys 
hunch their shoulders forward and to wear baggy clothing so that the breasts would 
not protrude in any way." 
(Audrey, the ex-tomboy) 
"If I have my breasts bound, I will not look too curvy. It is better to appear like a 
boy." 
(Jordan, the tomboys) 
"Tomboys need to have flat chests." 
(King Kong, the tomboy) 
The girls point out that the concealing of their breasts is a must to continue to look 
like boys. Denying the female body curves is a strategy adopted by tomboys to 
minimize their own femininity traits. They do not want to be identified as females 
because it is in conflict with their visions of themselves as boys. 
King Kong, the self-claimed inborn tomboy, carries a radical view on her breasts. 
"Just like my name, I am tall, chunky and have large breasts. They are my headache. 
I hate my breasts because they belong to girls only (i.e. I am not a girl). I have once 
thought of doing an operation to remove them. I also considered seriously the 
possibility of conducting transsexual surgery so as to be in a 'right sex，. Ever since I 
was a kid, I often told myself that I should not have those things and ways of getting 
rid of the ‘mens，. I never bother to buy the bras. My mother bought them for me. 
When I was still in school, I often discuss with my tomboy friends the way to bind the 
breasts. I chose to use the pad and wear a woolen vest. Now, I do not wear any 
bras because I can wear something loose and big." 
King Kong exampled her feelings of extreme discomfort on her female body and 
menses. She found that the changes to the shape of her body made it impossible for 
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her to go on behaving as if she were an unremarkable boy. In order to strengthen her 
tomboy identity, King Kong employed a different method to deal with her breasts 
when she was having intimate sexual behavior with her girl friend. 
“I have never thought of taking away my clothes and expose my breasts during any 
close encounter with my girl. She can be nude but I will not permit her to touch my 
chest, never!!" 
(King Kong) 
The reaction of King Kong reminds me of the case in Chaos's study (2001: p.207) of 
the tomboys in Taiwan. A tomboy told Chao that "the most mortifying moment" in 
her sexual history. One night, when she began to make love with a Po, that Po tore 
open her shirt down to the waist. She could not go on and the relationship broke up 
right after that. Both King Kong and the T mean to make their bodies sexual in a 
male way. They cannot display their own female bodies because that will spoil their 
tomboy images. Breast-binding behavior proves the pseudo-heterosexual 
relationship between tomboys and TBGs. 
5. Art of Speaking 
"Speaking (or yelling as is often the case with kids) is a bodily experience that 
involves mouth, throat, chest, diaphragm, and facial expression....Voice is an aspect 
of bodily experience that teachers and schools are interested in discipline." 
(Martin 2003:229) 
“My friends told me, 'don't do that again! You sound like a female. Your voice is 
not deep enough. Your laughs are too soft and squeaky." 
(Audrey, the ex-tomboy) 
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With the girls' verses, I further elaborate that tomboys discipline their voices and 
constructs more maleness in them. Body is gendered. A womanly voice is of 
higher pitch, softer, and recognizably different from a man's. For a man, he speaks 
louder in a deep voice with more expressive body movement and less facial 
expression. By masquerading men, tomboys, like Orlando, can see life from a 
broader perspective and experience the space provided for a male in a 
male-dominated society. 
6. Style for Movement and Gestures 
Not only the appearance, the movements and gestures of tomboys are highly stylized. 
The way tomboys move, walk, stand，sit and stroke their hair, are performed in a 
calculated manner. Butler (1990) has once said there is no sex but gender only. 
There are gendered bodies. 
"Gender is the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly 
rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, 
of a natural sort of being" (1990: 33). 
She seems to conclude that gender is not something one is; it is something one does, 
or a sequence of acts. Tomboys, the pseudo-males, are indeed performers of gender 
who own the skills and techniques to make a performance. Bruce's tales is the best 
illustration of Butler's argument. 
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"I met several Form 3 tomboys when I joined the basketball team in Form 1. I leamt 
that tomboys wear woolen vests. They act like boys and have girl friends. 
Tomboys have deep voices, too. Unlike Audrey, nobody instructs me how to be a 
TB. I have my own way. There's no need to follow others' steps. Every tomboy 
is my reference. My look and my style are a matter of ‘mix and match'(榜榜埋 
埋 ) . I don't need to consult the old tomboys how they 'do' their roles. I observe 
the things tomboys will do when they come across different situations. So when I 
get to those situations(去到呢個位/呢個情況），like sitting, I will not cross my legs, 
like playing ball games, I will play it roughly and rudely." 
(Bruce, the tomboy) 
Her storylines show a tomboy can be at the same time an actress and a spectator. It 
proves how tomboys manage to make their identities natural through repeated and 
stylish performances. Laymen can observe the performances of tomboys and act out 
their own identities. Kehily (2002) has shed a new light in her research of young 
male peer groups. In order to assert themselves as heterosexual and masculine, these 
boys collectively enact and display homophobic performances to conceal fears of 
being gay. (Kehily 2002:45) She says that those practices are ‘a psychosocial 
performance which is enacted and repeated to create the illusion of a coherent 
heterosexual masculinity.‘(Kehily 2002:45) 
So tomboys, in Kehily's language, collectively enact and display masculine 
performances to create the illusion of a heterosexual male. Another means to 
perform tomboy body language is to play ball games and sports. The girls review 
similar experiences. 
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"When I declared myself a tomboy, I needed to remind myself all the time not to walk 
modestly like a lady. I'd tell myself, 'Hey! You're a TB now. You're not a girl! If 
you want to play, play wildly. You can do whatever you want.' There is no 
problem to be vigorous and rude. At first, my friend told me to play basketball 
because this is a TB game. There were many TBs in the basketball team. But I 
found that I did not like to play basketball. At last, I chose volleyball." 
(Audrey, the ex-tomboy) 
“When I was a tomboy, I claimed myself as the outdoor-type because I liked to ‘do’ 
with the other tomboys. Some TBs ‘do，in a secret way.(匿埋做）I like to play 
volleyball. Being a volleyball player, I play like a guy and have the boy's hardihood 
(似一條仔打波)• I hit the ball with brute force. I always reminded myself that I 
was a TB who was playing with the other TB pals. 
(Cindy, the ex-tomboy) 
“Not only the hairstyle, had I begun to play sports. At that time, I went to swim and 
play basketball. I had never played basketball well. Since it was a tomboy game, I 
spent lots of time to train myself. I was sure it was a TB game. Everybody in 
school knows that only TBs join the game. They strut like boys and deliberately 
take very large steps. You may hear their wild laughs and noisy deep voices in the 
playground at recess or lunch." 
(Snow, the pure) 
All three girls reflect the dominant dichotomous view of sports. Girls do not worth 
sports. They are advised not to play rough games. De Beanvoir has commented 
the effects of physical weakness on adolescent girls 
“This lack of physical power leads to more general timidity: she has no faith in a 
force she has not experienced in her body; she does not dare to be enterprising, to 
revolt, to invent; doomed to docility, to resignation, she can take in society only a 
place already made for her. She regards the existing state of affairs as something 
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fixed" (1976:335) 
Girls become submissive and passive. Sports are reserved for males. Only the 
male body pertains physical fitness by building muscles. The end is to attain the 
competitiveness in a male-dominated world. Also, in the heterosexual world, man is 
always the protector of females. Tomboys' ways of playing ball games can be coded 
as a kind of relaxed behavior. Martin (2003) in her study of preschool kids codes 
formal and relaxed behaviors to analyze the bodily movements of boys and girls. 
Formal behaviors are required by the institutional settings. The institutions from the 
larger social world do not allow relaxed behaviors. She finds that boys were 
permitted and encouraged to pursue relaxed behaviors in a variety of ways that girls 
were not. Girls were more likely to pursue more formal behavior. Tomboys' 
bodies continue to be genderized in a pseudo-heterosexual world. Like what the old 
girls say, they can make up more rooms with their bodies, to sit in more open 
positions, and to feel freer to do what they wish with their bodies. Audrey even 
expresses that ‘tomboys can be naughtier than girls.' 
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Highly Visible Performance 
For tomboys, performances are repeated daily and must be visible so that they can 
perform the male role well. As I have mentioned elsewhere, Snow did change her 
name, played sports and cut short her hair. She knew that these were the basic needs 
to prepare her of being a tomboy. In the process of constructing a tomboy identity, 
Snow admitted that she failed. 
“I leam how to date girls from the TV programs. Although I had cut short my hair, I 
still knitted scarves! ！ How ridiculous I was! At that time, I just tried if I could 
manage or not. Still I could not act like a tomboy. All my friends didn't even know 
that I was a TB. I am not tall enough to protect the girls. It seemed that I was 
better to be a girl. So I gave up." 
Subjectively, Snow was aware that she was not qualified to be a tomboy because she 
carried feminine traits, like knitting. Snow's case shows another way of 
reconfirming the stereotypes of what a girl was supposed to do and what a boy was 
supposed to do. This reflects that heterosexuality is the legitimate way of handling 
sexuality. Tomboy, as a male in the pseudo-heterosexual world, must disassociate 
herself from the feminine role. Objectively, Snow's performance was so ambiguous 
that the peers or the spectators could not identify her tomboy identity. She could not 
gain any approval and respectability (Skeggs 1997). Her performance was not 
highly visible and dramatic. Snow's story confirms that tomboy behavior further 
imprints the meaning of conventional masculinity and femininity. 
-105-
Summary 
In this chapter, the presence of tomboys breaks the myth of biological determination 
of gender. Within the informal school sexual culture, some girls denounce 
femininity. A new male gender role is formed in their pseudo-heterosexual world. 
I analyze how a tomboy identity becomes real through discursive practices and body 
construction. Discursive practices help tomboys to locate themselves into the 
tomboy subject positions. Body construction makes tomboy objectively present in 
the social world. Appearance becomes a process, which each tomboy adapts and 
develops as she goes through her life. Tomboy is a meaningful and relational 
identity in a pseudo-heterosexual world. This identity is about how they see 
themselves, in the cultural and social context. In the following chapter, I shall see 
how this identity gets acted out in how they relate to other people. 
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Chapter 6 Tomboy as a Construction of Self 
In the previous chapter, I pointed out how tomboys construct a new gendered body 
through discursive practices. This body inhabits in a girls-created 
pseudo-heterosexual world. By resisting conventional femininity, girls undergo a 
decision-making process in order to take up such a ‘pseudo-boy’ identity. Tomboys 
nullify their female bodies and display male realness by repeated performing 
masculinity. This chapter goes into the internal world of tomboys. The paragraphs 
below are going to discuss how tomboys act out through perception, fantasy, emotions 
and rational thinking when they relate to other people with a new self and a new 
identity. In what follows I mostly tell the old girls' stories from their perspectives 
using their own words. Personal meaning, in Chodorow's term, or a person's sense 
of gender will be presented. According to Chodorow, 'people use available cultural 
meanings and images, but they experience them emotionally and through fantasy, as 
well as in particular interpersonal contexts. Individuals thereby create new meanings 
in terms of their own unique biographies and histories of intrapsychic strategies and 
practices' (1995:517). These new meanings or subjective experiences are created in 
relationships. Her theory reminds me of how tomboys make use of heterosexual 
masculine traits to create a pseudo-male self in the girls' world. I take this as a new 
self among those tomboys. Surrey's concept of ‘self-in-relation model' is used to 
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illustrate tomboys' ways of making a new self. Her working definition of self is ‘a 
construct useful in describing the organization of a person's experience and 
construction of reality that illuminates the purpose and directionality of her or his 
behavior' (1991:52). She further argues that 'the primary experience of self is 
relational, that is, the self is organized and developed in the context of important 
relationships' (1991:52). These old girls exemplify how this 'tomboy self is 
developed within a girl-to-girl relation. 
Development of a ‘Tomboy Self， 
1. Emotional Attachments---the Birth of a Tomboy 
Five informants decided to make a new self when they began to have emotional 
attachment on girls. Snow and Bruce admitted that they wanted to be the protectors 
of their girlfriends. 
“I wanted to be a tomboy after I met a girl. She was very girly with long hair. I 
had a feeling that she needed someone to protect her. I thought I myself could be her 
protector. She looked more feminine than me. So I had to be more masculine. 
That's why I tried to be a tomboy." 
(Snow) 
"I choose to be a tomboy because I want to protect the others and to care about them." 
(Bruce) 
Audrey decided to be a tomboy when she thought that she fell in love with a senior 
form student. 
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"When I was in Form 1，people rumored that I was a tomboy. I kept on denying it 
until I joined the volleyball team. I had a crush on a senior form student, Melody. I 
was attracted by Melody because she always cared about me and encouraged me to 
play better. I was thrilled because someone cared about me. But we did not 
actually date each other. I only kept her in my heart. Like a fan to her star, I only 
wanted to hear her voice, send presents and leam more of her daily life. At that time, 
I could not figure out what kind of emotions I had. My friends chased after tomboys 
and I was an exception. 'Who am I?' My friend told me that I was a tomboy who 
liked girls. From that time onward, I showed myself off (標榜自已）as a tomboy." 
(Audrey) 
Cindy also fell in love with a girl in her class. 
“I started to 'do’ this tomboy identity (開始實行做 TB)at the beginning of the second 
term in Form 2. The major episode was that I had fallen in love with Mandy, one of 
my classmates. We had been in the same class for four years. She was always in 
my mind. I asked myself if it was love. So I tried to be a tomboy because I did not 
look that bad.(我自問嗰樣又唔係差)，， 
(Cindy) 
Jordan preferred pretty girls. She claimed she took up her tomboy identity when she 
fell in love with a girl. 
“I did not have any special feelings on tomboys. I had not been a TB yet. At the 
end of the term in Form 1，I asked myself if I was a tomboy or not. Because my 
classmates were in love with senior form tomboys and I liked pretty and feminine 
girls. I claimed to be a tomboy when I did meet a pretty girl. I could not stop 
myself thinking about her and I wanted desperately to make friend with her." 
(Jordan) 
King Kong, the only self-claimed inborn TB, was sexually attracted to girls when she 
was in primary school. All the girls followed the same path to tomboyism. They 
took up the subject position of tomboys when they had special feelings on girls. 
Pseudo-heterosexuals masculinities are constructed through this 'fall-in-love' 
discourse. The more submissive their girl friends are, the more masculine they 
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become. One thing that has to be pointed out is that the only sexual model to which 
they had access was a heterosexual one. When they felt a sexual desire for other 
females, the only logical interpretation that they could place on their feelings was that 
they should be males in order to maintain such sexual attachment. Tomboy's 
masculinity was thus confirmed through a TB-TBG relationship. 
2. Tomboys' view on masculinity 
As I have argued in the last section, tomboys are playing the male roles in a 
pseudo-heterosexual relationship. It is interesting that they interpret the masculine 
role by using the dominant discourses of heterosexual culture in Hong Kong society 
that tends to render the superiority of the male. They use scripts from dominant 
notions of heterosexuality to undergo their gender identity building. They have rigid 
gender stereotyped roles in their pseudo-heterosexual world. 
Here is the story of Audrey. 
"After I had taken up this position, I felt that I want to date girls and touch them. So 
I had to get a girl friend in order to be a 'perfect' tomboy. One of my friends became 
my first girl friend. At that moment, I believed that I was a real boy. There was 
somebody I could touch, hug and protect. Nobody told me what I had to do as a boy. 
I was doing what I thought a perfect man had to do with his girl in a relationship. 
The only thing I did was to remind myself all the time that you were a boy; you had to 
treat your girl friend well. You had to be around her all the time, care about her, talk 
to her and buy her little presents. Academic performance was not her main concern. 
'Looking handsome' and 'be nice' were my girls' concern. I had to be strong and 
tough. Even though I was afraid of cockroaches, I could not scream. I had to 
exterminate the thing immediately. If I cried, I would be a coward. Finance was 
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actually a problem to me. Since I was a male, I had to help my girl to take her 
school bag and pay for her. This was the kind of gentleman she wanted. On the 
other way, my girl friend's submissiveness and obedience re-affirmed that I was a 
man." 
All the deeds of these tomboys recalls what I have analyzed Yam Kim Fai in the last 
chapter. Tomboys, just like Yam, are performing the perfect boy role, which is 
presented in the unconscious fantasy (Chodorow 1995) of the girls, including tomboys 
themselves. Audrey's narration shows how physical and emotional closeness to girls 
can be a masculinity trait. By locating herself in a romantic relationship, Audrey and 
her girl friend underwent heterosexual activities, like kissing and body contact. Her 
subject position was further affirmed. Tomboys' masculinity is confirmed in an 
ongoing contact with the female agencies. The more feminine and submissive the 
TBGs are, the more masculine the TBs are. It is the affirmation of hegemonic 
masculinity in the dominant culture. Males are said to be more powerful, competent, 
and successful than females. Their sexual identity is confirmed in their body 
build-up, power, status and wealth. When dealing with masculinity, Cindy admitted 
that she was happy by the time she was a TB. She thought that only men could 
protect the family. Her grandfather was old. She was the only one who could 
protect her mother and sister. Cindy's mother gave door keys to her when she was in 
primary school. She was the one who was in-charge. Snow's interpretation of the 
tomboy's role was even more conservative. In her eyes, a perfect tomboy had to be 
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tall in order to make her girl feel safe. This tomboy had to be energetic and 
aggressive in work. She would be the breadwinner in future. By this, Snow did not 
think that there is any difference between a boy and a tomboy. The most important 
duty of a tomboy was that she was the guardian of her girl. Tomboys had to be 
tough and highly generous. Snow told us she gave up this tomboy identity because 
she thought she was a misfit. Both her female body and her mind could not 
construct a male objective body. King Kong's viewpoint on heterosexual 
relationship reflects that she was a typical patriarchal male. 
"Personally I cannot accept two long-haired girls together. It must be a male and a 
female. I am the male in a relationship. There isn't any difference between a boy 
and me. I only lack of something (i.e. the male sex organ). The fact is that I can't 
have heterosexual love (with a man) because I am the male in a relationship. I am 
the protector and the one who pays. If I have my own family, I am the only 
breadwinner. My wife must stay at home. My girl must not be taller than me. 
She must not be smarter than me. I must be the older one with good prospect." 
She also confessed that she had considered a sex-change operation. 
“1 always think that it would be wonderful if I would take away my breasts and stop 
the menses. Having a surgery can make me a complete man." King Kong aimed to 
take up the surgery to re-position the physical signs on her body, such as a 
breast-removal operation. She gave up on the idea of sex change because of her 
financial situation. 
From these storylines, the girls present how they take up, try on and discard the 
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positions of masculinity and femininity in order to make investments in the circuits of 
exchange in which they are located. 
3. Resistance to Femininity 
In conventional identity building, an individual leams to be oneself when another one 
tells him/her who he/she is. But tomboys build up their identity through an ongoing 
process of denial and resistance to compulsory heterosexual arrangements on female 
bodies. Within a single-sex setting, tomboys need not confront pressure. They are 
able to resist recognizing themselves as feminine subjects. They avoid engaging in 
heterosexual's feminine discourses and practices. Although gender is relational, 
tomboys have their own authority to take up a new identity. They deny the dominant 
feminine sexual scripts. ‘1’ is the subjective person who is in control for being a 
tomboy. Their view echoes with the author of The Member of the Wedding, Carson 
McCuller (illustrated by Halberstam 1998:7-8). From her book, McCuller shows the 
tyranny of language. It is a structure that fixes people and things in place artificially 
but securely. The heroine, the tomboy, in her book, struggles with language. This 
heroine attempts to remake herself through naming and remaking the world with a 
new order of being. The old girls also used what I call ‘I-scripts’ like 'I don't care', 
‘I know what I am doing', 'I do what I want to do' to express their autonomy in taking 
a non-conventional gender identity. Jordan commented her tomboy identity, "I 
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choose my own way. I know what will happen to me then. People judge me with 
my appearance. But I will not change myself (back to a feminine girl) just because 
of what they think of me." 
"Most tomboys are not bright students. Some of them often break the school rules. 
I didn't think about the future much. I just did what I wanted to do. I spent most of 
my time dealing with my romantic relationship." 
(Audrey, the ex-tomboy) 
"When I was a tomboy in school, I did it in my own wish. No tomboys would cover 
themselves (Or do it secretly). I don't need anyone's permission for being a tomboy. 
I am what I am. You say what you say. I do what I do. If I fancy a girl, I'll 
chase after her. So that's me! I don't give a damn!" 
(Cindy, the ex-tomboy) 
Cindy's view reflected how consistent and rebellious she was in her tomboy's days. 
She said that all the romantic relationships in her tomboy's days were under control. 
Being a tomboy was her own decision. She herself would figure out how to be one. 
Cindy also used an analogy to explain the situational performance of a tomboy. She 
said that when teachers got into the school, they knew how to be teachers. There 
was no need to remind them. It was similar for a tomboy. When she went back to 
school, her tomboy sexual identity was naturally coming out. Her case illustrated 
that gender was shaped by and through the setting in which we lived. Within the 
girls' own created pseudo-heterosexual world, becoming male or female was a social 
process that was created through social interaction. Kehily (2002) has once said, 
'Notions of gender are not fixed but may change over time and space. Gender is 
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relational.. .the gendered identities of masculinity and femininity can be seen in terms 
of a mutually defining and mutually exclusive relationship' (Kehily 2002:34). My 
findings support the view that a tomboy identity is a personal identity. Tomboys 
make their new identity individual and original. "Individual' identity denotes that a 
tomboy changes her gender role because of individual motive or passion. This 
identity is original because every tomboy identity is a newly-form self. I also 
discover that this personal identity can be fluid and changeable. It is fluid in nature 
because tomboy identity may change over time. Sometimes tomboys resist and deny 
conventional female identity. However, tomboys may comply and twist back to 
femininity because of intimate relationship. 
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The Positive Consequences of Tomboyism 
The girls told me why they maintained a tomboy identity and lifestyle. They were 
aware of the positive gains of such a choice. The self-esteem could be reinforced. 
They were socially accepted and were the stars among their peers. Tomboys enjoyed 
more independence and autonomy among peers and they got recognition for their 
actions and accomplishments. They took pleasure in their 'new' bodies and images. 
Tomboys were more capable because they were able to dream something and made it 
happen. 
"I can choose any girl I like. Being a girl is to be chosen whereas a tomboy has the 
power to choose. I was happy at that time because there were many fans around me. 
I became a popular tomboy star." 
(Audrey, an ex-tomboy) 
"There were many people who were in love with me. They even wanted to form a 
fans club. Wow! I was really a star. Girls asked for my signature. I knew that 
many people were watching me when I was playing volleyball in the playground. I 
could show myself off when I was a TB. People screamed or cheered when I made a 
good score. I really enjoyed a sense of superiority.(優越感).” 
(Cindy, an ex-tomboy) 
Tomboys think that they are better than the real boys in dealing with girl friends. 
Cindy shared her opinion with me: 
"The only difference between a tomboy and a boy is that a tomboy do not have a male 
organ. Although the other things are the same, tomboys understand girls better than 
the real boys. Will you share your 'menses' problem with your boy friend? Of 
course not! Girls can't share deeply with guys (but tomboys can make it) because 
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tomboys have female sex organs. There are two 'mind-sets' in one tomboy's body 
(一個軀體入面有兩種思、想).In other words, tomboys possess a female's 
sensitivity and a male's analytical power. My female self tells me why and when my 
girl is not in a mood. And my masculine self will analyze the situation and take 
appropriate action to show consideration on the girl." 
(Cindy, the ex-tomboy) 
In a disguise of a male-outlook, tomboys treat their girl friends much better than the 
boys do. They are like Yam Kim Fai, the famous male impersonator in the 
Cantonese operas. Yam was so popular that many girl fans treated her as a male. 
Yam, on the stage, was a perfect lover who was devoted to her girl friend in the play. 
Her fans always fancied Yam as their dream lover because boys were not good at 
caring girls in real life. Both Yam and tomboys highlight the fact that feminine 
women usually prefer tomboys because they do not ill-treat them but instead are 
always willing to support them and cater to their wishes. 
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Toinbov，s Erotic Experience 
Local researches on adolescent development mainly concern adolescent's pre-marital 
sexual behavior. Prominent agents like the Family Planning Association only 
conduct opinion polls or reported behavioral patterns by using pre-coded questions. 
In their youth sexuality surveys (1991,1996,2001), researchers of the organization 
collect data and publish statistical reports regularly to reflect these behaviors as a 
collective phenomenon. On the other hand, relatively little research looked into the 
teenagers personally about their experience of sex. No one has ever asked teenagers 
whether they enjoy sex or not, how it makes them feel about themselves, or if girls 
feel differently about sex than boys do. In the coming section, my subjects shared 
their personal experience of sex with me. Audrey recalled her first erotic experience 
with a girl. When she ‘was changing' to be a tomboy, same-sex kiss was the only 
thing she did. 
“I met my girl friend when I was in Form 1. During the dates, I only put my hands 
on her shoulders or hold her hands. She kissed me first. My first kiss was with a 
girl! I blushed and my heart was bouncing! It sounded strange. It should be me 
who take the initiative.“ 
Audrey recalled how she ‘was changing' to be a tomboy. In other words she, as a 
'freshman', was not familiar with a male role. It again reflects the performative 
nature of gender roles. Adolescents stick tight on conventional gender roles. 
Similar observations have been found in Thome's (1994) research on young children. 
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She concludes that gender is socially constructed through collective practices. Boys 
perform a kind of aggressive masculine traits whereas girls enter into heterosexual 
femininity through popular culture and through interaction with their peers (Thome 
1994:170). 
Audrey had her first erotic experience with the girl she loved most. She was her fifth 
girl friend. She told me that she could not do anything but thought of her most of the 
time. This girl dated other boys when she was with her. Audrey knew that her girl 
friend preferred boys more. But Audrey could not control herself. She would do 
anything only to please her girl. 
"That night, my girl and I were naked. I was a tomboy with a boy's mind. In a 
boy's mind, intercourse is what they want with his girl. Touching and caressing are 
the warm-up exercises before having sex. I did the same. Since I was a tomboy 
with a female body, I didn't want her to see my breasts. I did not allow her to touch 
me because I had not bound them. I only let her touch my back. Of course I was 
on the top. When she tried to touch my chest, I caught her hands and put them aside. 
She was aroused when I kissed her and caressed her. My girl was in her climax and 
she moaned. I was very excited because I wanted to satisfy her. I cannot do the 
thing that a boy does to my girl. I used my finger to complete the task (完事). 
After that, we hugged each other. She clung on me just like we were a newly 
wedded couple. Our relationship had a great leap. We were more intimate." 
By Audrey's testimony, I found that the only available sex model to the girls was a 
heterosexual one. Tomboys are taking the role of boys in 'sexual behavior'. They 
mentally cast themselves as males in a heterosexual model. Tomboys only see 
themselves as males and being heterosexual in form. However, tomboy's 
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masculinity can be consolidated through intimate sexual activities. They locate 
themselves in a male role firmly as a sexual subject. Thus, Audrey's story illustrates 
how a pseudo-masculine body "naturally" desires a feminine female body. Indeed, 
tomboys do not act on their desires. Audrey stated, 
"Tomboys cannot be aroused like their girls. We are responsible to make our girls 
happy. Tomboys enjoy the responses given by the girls when they use different ways 
to arouse the girls. The process aims to satisfy my girls only.“ 
Audrey told us this was also her first sexual intercourse. She told me with a smile. 
"I was happy to have my first time with a girl even though I was not sexually aroused. 
At least I have tried once in my life." 
Audrey treasured what she had experienced because she was the one who took the 
initiative. 
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Tombov^s View on Lesbianism 
I asked the girls whether tomboys were lesbians. They all agreed that TBs were 
lesbians. Here are their definitions. 
“Tomboys are lesbians. Lesbianism means two women who are in love and they 
stay with each other for their whole life. They may not have gender roles. Two 
long-haired girls can be together." 
(Cindy, an ex-tomboy) 
"'Tomboy' is a convenient way to address somebody. Take me as an example, how 
will you describe me except calling my name? You may either use 'tomboy' or 
'lesbian' to identify me. Yet 'lesbian' is a not a good saying (卩吾係卩甘女子聽)，'tomboy' 
is easier to say. Moreover, 'lesbian' is always an issue being raised by the public(專 
、注俾人•冓）whilst 'tomboy' is not always a focal point. 'Tomboy' is not another sex, 
but she is the male in a same-sex relationship. Most of my friends prefer to use 
tomboy instead of lesbian. 
(King Kong, the tomboy) 
“，Lesbian’ is not a common saying in Hong Kong. People like to use 'gay' to 
describe homosexuals. If two girls claim themselves as lesbians, there are no sex 
roles in their relationship. TBGs are the ones who fall in love with tomboys at their 
first sight. They actually love boys. All-girls schools provide them a chance to 
date and have romantic relationship with the pseudo-boys. TBGs can have crushes 
on boys and TBs. On the other hand, tomboys can only fall in love with girls. 
These girls manage to transgress and imitate the boys. In my opinion, all tomboys 
are the same. They cannot have crushes on boys when they are tomboys. But it 
doesn't mean that they cannot have crushes on boys when they are not tomboys." 
(Audrey, an ex-tomboy) 
Here Audrey delineates how fluid a tomboy identity is. From her point of view, 
tomboy identity only exists in a pseudo-heterosexual relationship. But when a 
tomboy gets involved in a heterosexual relationship, she will give up her tomboy 
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identity. 
In conclusion, all three girls admit that tomboys are lesbians in a broad sense because 
they are in love with girls. Yet they do not prefer to declare themselves as lesbians. 
They deny this lesbian identity. Tomboys do not and cannot love tomboys. Their 
narrations echo Kitzinger, “...the term 'lesbian identity' is intended to characterize the 
set of meanings ascribed by a woman to whatever social, emotional, sexual, political 
or personal configuration she intends when she describes herself as a 'lesbian'. A 
lesbian identity is a woman's subjective experience or intrasubjective account of her 
own lesbianism'X 1987:90). Although tomboys know very well that they are lesbians, 
they still find means to avoid the social pressure led by a lesbian identity. The 
lesbian identity is still a taboo in our Chinese patriarchal society. It stands for female 
homosexuality. Our society is a homophobic society. And homosexuals are not 
welcomed in all walks of lives. They therefore feel uneasy with the term. King 
Kong's scripts reflect that ‘tomboy，，as an identity, is more socially accepted. With a 
masculine outlook and behavior, they can be easily disguised as men on the street. 
TBs and TBGs look like ordinary couples. No one will bother to examine who these 
people are, except a ‘thorough’ check. This reflects 'heterosexuality' is still the 
dominant sexual orientation. 
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When tomboys grow up and confront the real world 
1. Tomboy as a life style 
In my research I found half of them kept their tomboy identity after they had 
graduated. The reasons are listed. 
"I just feel that two women really can understand each other so much better, and 
women are so much more able to talk about their feelings and really to open to each 
other. I think in some ways you do get a much deeper relationship than you do with 
boys. Although I have not been with boys, I don't think I will have crushes on them. 
If I were with a boy, I would not feel safe. I can't read the mind of the guys. They 
are not reliable." 
(Jordan, the tomboy) 
Jordan had such an idea because her drunken father and elder brother always used 
brutal force to solve problems. "All men are freaks! How can they beat their wives 
with their fists? Although I was only in primary school, I was not scared. I tried 
my best to grab my mother away." She rather chose feminine partners as her 
companion. Bruce also expressed that she did not have faith on building relationship 
with the male counterparts. When she was a kid, a man had sexually harassed her. 
She had told her male colleagues that she was a lesbian. Her reason was that she had 
a romantic relationship with another girl at the time being. She did not mind to 
'come out'. 
Both Bruce and Jordan identified themselves as tomboys because of their unpleasant 
experiences in childhood. The girls reported that being a tomboy was a matter of 
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choice. In order to pursue a stable and life-long relationship, Jordan and Bruce 
chose females as life partners and determined to define themselves as tomboys. 
Once they had made this choice, they gave up heterosexual femininity. In Bruce，s 
case, her 'coming out，discourage the male counterparts to approach her. 
2. From Masculinity to Femininity 
On the other hand, Cindy and Audrey had a different life experience when they 
finished school. They gave up their tomboy identity when they formed romantic 
relationships with boys. Both of them said that it was not an easy job to be a 
feminine girl. 
“1 am madly in love with this guy. I support him and his family when he is in need. 
I can't help myself for doing anything just to please him. That's why I change my 
identity. It was difficult at the beginning. I have to change all my behaviors, like 
sitting cross-legged, and doing make-up. Being a tomboy is my own will. I can 
speak or do what I want. As a girl, I have to consider lots of things." 
(Cindy, an ex-tomboy) 
“I decided to have a break when I graduated from school. My mother sent me to the 
US. The school I attended was very conservative. Homosexuals were not 
welcomed. I could not continue my tomboy act. This was a chance for me to take 
away my tomboy identity. I started to keep my hair long and do make-up. And 
then I met my boy friend. He was so devoted to me that he gave up his college 
education and came back to Hong Kong with me. It feels good to be a girl. When I 
was a tomboy, I was a loser. Most of my girl friends dumped me for the boys. 
Now I have the power of choice. I am in-charge of the relationship. If my boy 
friend dumps me one day, I may take the role of a TBG I have been a tomboy as 
well as a straight girl." 
(Audrey, an ex-tomboy) 
-124-
The two girls displayed different roles in the romantic relationship. For Cindy, she 
lost her sovereignty when she became a straight girl. Her boy friend held her nerve. 
She sensed that she was needed. Although she was not in a tomboy role, she still 
acted as a helper. Audrey felt the opposite. She enjoyed her feminine role because 
she was the manipulator. There was one interesting thing. Audrey told me that she 
'subconsciously needed' to be frightened(潛意識要驚)• She would scream, jumped on 
a chair when she saw a cockroach now. Her act reassured her sexual identity. She 
was a heterosexual female who was living with her boyfriend now. Screaming was a 
feminine girl's act. Masculinity and femininity in this way should be understood as 
something that cannot simply be equated with biological sex. The implication of this 
is that in a particular relationship, female bodies are able to take on and live out 
certain masculinities. When their relationship with partner changes, the subject 
positions are no longer the same. Female bodies can live out femininities again. 
This echoes what Butler's (1990) assertion that gender as performative. And 
Halberstam (1998) suggests the disconnecting masculinities from bodies. The two 
cases again certify the fluidity of gender roles. The naturalized discourse on male 
and female sexuality is not all that 'natural'. They are subject to change. These 
adolescent girls are able to re-establish another gender identity. No matter they are 
tomboys or straight girls, both of them are 'personal genders' (in Chodorow's term) 
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formulate within a romantic relationship. Audrey made an interesting remark on 
pseudo-heterosexual relationship and heterosexual relationship. 
"Life is like a movie and a movie reflects life. Tomboy's couple and an ordinary 
couple are the same. Tomboys and TBGs are really in love because we have 
laughters and tears in our ups and downs. You have the right to choose. You may 
be happy if you accept the present situation. If you have chosen to do another 
gender, you will figure out how you can find your happiness from there (揀佐嗰樣 
m，你就會係嗰樣嚼裏面尋求快樂口架啦）. 
For tomboys, passions, feelings and emotions are real. People can experience all 
these emotions when they get involved in relationships. In the adolescent world, 
gender is a relational identity. Masculinity and femininity are mobile traits that may 
temporarily get manifested in a human body. 
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Tomboys in Workplace 
1. Heterosexuality as the dominant value 
This section addresses questions that have faced by tomboys in their working places. 
Audrey, Cindy, Jordan and King Kong were not high-flyers in their school days. 
They can only work in junior positions in their companies. They all agree that 
people with different sexual orientations are not totally accepted in the public world. 
However, tomboys may keep their identities if they have the bargaining power. 
Cindy's boss admitted that she was a tomboy. Nobody dared to query why she wore 
a masculine style. Her boss was free to do whatever she liked. On the contrary, 
tomboys in lower rank have limited access to resources for confronting gender 
discrimination. They prefer to keep in a low profile. 
"People know what I am when they look at my outfits and my behavior. I don't need 
to tell them, I was lucky to find catering jobs with my tomboy identity. But it is 
not the same this year. I want to jump to another field. Maybe I am not that smart. 
Another problem is the job requirement. From the customer service point of view, 
feminine girls are more welcomed by the clients. As a clerk, most employers prefer 
feminine girls but not someone with an odd look like me (我呢n的樣好’映’眼）.，’ 
(Jordan, the TB) 
From Jordan's perspective, education level and high generic skills may enhance 
tomboys' bargaining power. As a Form 5 graduate, she did not have many choices. 
If she did not comply with the dominant value system, it was not easy for her to find a 
clerical job. In terms of the dominant value system, clerical jobs are feminine jobs. 
-127-
Now Hong Kong is a service-oriented and knowledge-based economy, employers are 
likely to favor the skilled, well-educated and more presentable employees. Even 
though Jordan worked in a restaurant, she did not show her identity off in public. 
She knew that it would make others feel unpleasant. Audrey shared the same 
opinion. She said that it was really difficult for tomboys to find jobs. Either you 
change your identity; otherwise you must keep your identity in secret. There is 
discrimination in the outside world. Tomboys are protected in Sincerity School. 
King Kong and Cindy both have similar observation. 
"My tomboy friends are clerks in lower rank. Not many of them work in senior level. 
Only one of them attains to be a hair stylist in a saloon. I agree that my tomboy 
identity makes it difficult for me to find jobs. Employers prefer feminine and 
lady-like girls." 
(King Kong, the TB) 
"Discrimination exists in our society. But the level is not the same. It depends on 
the individual judgment." 
(Cindy, an ex-tomboy) 
2. Silence with a low profile 
In order to eliminate discrimination, tomboys take different tactics to maintain their 
identities in public. 
“In the previous working places, I had never disclosed my identity. As the time 
passed, some of them would ask whether I liked girls or not. Then I would admit it. 
They did not ask if I was a TB." 
(Jordan, the tomboy) 
"I will not declare myself when I am questioned by those senior clerks. But I will 
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admit it when people of my age ask me. I do not disclose myself because I don't 
want to annoy others. I do not know who can accept people with different sexual 
orientations." 
(King Kong, the tomboy) 
Jordan and King Kong used the same tactic when they were aware that people around 
were unreceptive and prejudiced. Our society still holds negative attitudes on people 
with different sexual orientations. 
3. Tomboy's view on biological male 
King Kong has been working in this company for a few years. It is interesting to see 
how she comments the young men of her age. 
"The guys like to boast that they are good at dating. One guy of my section always 
asks me how to date girls. He does not take the initiative. He sits there and waits 
for his girl friend to call him. If I were the guy, I would call back and arrange for 
lunch. Then we could talk and share in our conversation. In this way, relationship 
can be improved. This guy is neither a good listener nor a good communicator." 
Here tomboys are in a good position. King Kong feels that people think of her as a 
female. Other females like to communicate with her, whereas they tend to be wary 
of males. As a girl, a tomboy can share with the other girl problems arisen at home 
or in the work place. In their eyes, biological males are not always good at 
communication. Males are not good in sensitivity because the feminine counterparts 
are supposed to be the caretakers. In our society, males and females are still 
distanced from each other. Tomboys as biological girls can break the ice. 
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Summary 
In this chapter, I attempt to analyze how tomboys perceive their new selves and new 
identities in an all girls' school. Through the stories of tomboys, I find that gender 
identity is a fluid state. It is unstable and is subject to change in the girls' relational 
world. Individuals, who are willing to change their identities, aim to build 
relationships based on mutual respect. When tomboys go into the real world, they 
find that girls with a masculine outlook are not welcomed. In the last section, I have 
focused on the working experiences of tomboys. King Kong and Jordan provide an 
account of how they deal with the working relationship when they commit themselves 
to their tomboy identity. They have sought different strategies to cope with other 
people. Jordan and King Kong found it difficult to be accepted as tomboys because 
of their low working status, which had come with low educational qualifications. On 
the other hand, you see high-profile tomboys who get accepted because of their social 
positions, e.g. Yu Zheng, the media tycoon. Their experiences show how social class 
works together with gender in the amount of freedom individuals could enjoy when 
they construct their gender. Hong Kong is a society dominated by conventional 
patriarchal values in settling the gender issues. People with different sexual 
orientations have a long way to go for seeking formal and equal status. 
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Chapter 7 Conclusion 
I try to comprehend the development of six 'deviant' adolescent girls in this final 
chapter. The summary will be divided into two parts: firstly, the findings and their 
implications; secondly, the reflections on methodology and future research. 
Findings: 
1. A New Perspective towards Adolescent Growth 
The girls' stories expand my understanding in the theme of female adolescent growth. 
It makes me realize that 'identity-building' is not what I think as usual I can hear not 
only one voice but there are 'voices' which remind me that some new perspectives of 
women's development must be recognized. According to major psychology theories, 
adolescence is a transitional period of life. It is a stage when boys and girls look for 
their identity. They want to know who they are and how they can fit into the society. 
In this sense, adolescents are required to take all they have learned about life and 
themselves and mold it into a unified self-image. This self-image has to be 
meaningful to the community. But the girls in my research showed me another 
picture. The girls that I have mentioned in the previous chapters illuminate 
examples of how they deny femininity and create their own self-image in a special 
context. The way tomboys form their identities is not similar to what psychologists 
have claimed about the developmental tasks of an adolescent. First of all, the girls 
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do not develop into what I term as 'instrumental identity'. They are aware of the 
social expectations but they prefer to make up their own identity. Contrary to the 
expectations of their teachers, emotional attachment instead of academic excellence is 
a sign of maturity for them. From the girls' point of view, relationship, attachment 
and feelings ofbelongingness are the most essential developmental "tasks" to be 
accomplished. Girls practise dating with their friends or schoolmates. Since it is a 
single sex school, girls have to create cross-gender relationships when there are no 
biological boys. Among them emerge a special relation is what I mean 
pseudo-heterosexual relationships. Tomboys are the 'ideal boys' in a girls' school. 
With a series of calculated performances, tomboys show off their new identity in 
order to get involved in emotional relationships. Yet this kind of relationship is 
once more based on friendship and collegiality (Thome 1993:172). 
2. A Relational Self 
This paper shows how tomboys withstand the norms that require them to adopt 
feminine traits. Instead of naming a female body a girl, a daughter, a sister, a niece 
or a girl friend in a heterosexual world, tomboys build their subjective selves. They 
needs not defer to others' needs or desires. Tomboys retain their sense of self as 
active agents and experience their agency and sexuality in peer emotional 
relationships. Tomboy, from my point of view, is a 'collectively-created' identity. 
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It is neither developed from the biological relationships nor in confirming rule to the 
social norms. Tomboy is an identity that arises from a new kind of relationship. I 
argue that this is a kind of 'pseudo-heterosexual' relationship that is present in a girls' 
social world only. 
3. A New Gender 
Follow the discussion above, the scenarios of tomboys in an all girls school implies 
that gender identity is a fluid concept. Girls create their own sexual scripts and sex 
roles. They have the freedom to choose their roles and to write their own life scripts. 
The girls' tales reflect tomboy performances can be playful and temporarily existing 
in an all-girls school. This tomboy identity is subject to change. Some tomboys 
become feminine girls when they leave school whereas some tomboys keep their 
identity as a relatively permanent lifestyle. Unlike the western counterpart, 'tomboy' 
is not a term that describes active and adventurous pre-adolescent girls in Taiwan and 
Hong Kong. It is rather a term that stands for the，male' partner in a lesbian 
relationship. I also claim that 'tomboy' is a relational identity that is at first formed 
in a pseudo-heterosexual relationship. This relational identity is confirmed and is 
accepted in an intimate relationship. As I go beyond the appearance of these TBs 
into their competences, their relationships, and their lives, I find that girls no matter 
they are TBs, TBGs or straights, all put emotional satisfaction within a relationship as 
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their top priority. Such kind of relationship can be constructed in a girls' school. 
As a result, school is proved to be the place where tomboys display and practise the 
skills of being a masculine girl. The existence of tomboy opens up possibility in 
gender-identity building. Girls in a girls' school choose to use items, styles, 
storylines and language to signify masculinity and femininity and avoids those which 
signify the opposing gender. Masculinity and femininity are not solely acted by 
biological male and female respectively. 'Tomboy' is more androgynous because it 
has a combination of masculine and feminine traits. The six girls also show great 
self-acceptance because they are not pressured to give up masculine traits. In order 
to take up a new gender role, tomboys use strategies to resist femininity. They play 
sports to build up a strong physique. It is against the social requirements of a 
feminine, fragile female body Tomboys who own a strong physique may avoid 
sexual violence or social repression conducted by males in the society. They feel 
safe to hang around on the streets. These girls' stories convince me that tomboys can 
reconstruct their bodies to make masculinity possible in a female body. The school 
provides a space for all agencies to engage in 'self-fashioning'. In addition to 
obtaining knowledge about love or be loved, I discovered that the girls in my study 
are still affected by the ideology of heterosexuality. Their emotional relationship is 
built within a heterosexual context. Like what Kehily (2002) has observed, 'Sexual 
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desire invoked through gender arrangements is premised upon the widely held 
assumption that if you are a man you will inevitably be attracted to a woman and if 
you are a woman you will inevitable be attracted to a man' (2002, p.34). This is 
parallel to what Rich has talked about compulsory heterosexuality in terms of 
unspoken policing. So tomboys can love TBGs or be loved by the other girls is due 
to their masculinity. Her masculine outlook makes her sexually attractive because 
she is acting the role of a perfect male. Tomboys can date their girlfriends in public 
because they look like ordinary couples. 
4. A New Theory 
In Chapter 2’ I delineate a framework of 'dynamic genderization' to explain the 
construction of tomboy identity. Tomboys as actors undergo a process of 
'genderization'. This process contains three elements—language, acting and living 
space. Chapter 4 illustrates an analysis of how discursive practices affect the girls. 
I point out that the language of heterosexuality in particular provides the girls with a 
discourse that they can appropriate in creative ways as a form of sexual culture within 
a girls' school. 'Boys' can be found in Sincerity School when the girls believe 
tomboys are their dating partners. An emergent theme in Chapter 5 is about acting. 
Tomboys act their gender identity and make it real with repeated performances. In 
Chapter 6，the six girls tell me how they describe, express, and feel about their sexual 
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selves. They ‘leam that their own sexual perceptions, sensations, and impulses are 
arisen from themselves, but are not brought by and for men' (Miller, 1992, p. 19). 
Tomboy phenomenon is a social act because this identity must be performed in a same 
sex interaction. Tomboys look similar in appearance. Socially, they are a 
homogenous group. However, their reasons for identifying themselves as tomboys 
are varied. These adolescent girls demonstrate a variety of identities. Instead of 
variance, being a tomboy is solely an individual decision and a particular way of life. 
Five of them are emotionally attached and are involved in intimate relationship in 
their schooldays. Three girls keep this identity after school. They are now 
emotionally attached to girls. These tomboys will keep this new identity in life with 
a stable intimate personal relationship. They take these girls as life partners. 
5. A New Space 
The body construction of tomboys reflects the performative nature of this new identity. 
Unlike the Ts in the T-bars in Taiwan, schools are one of the performative settings for 
the schoolgirls in Hong Kong. In there, tomboys can repeatedly rehearse and act 
their new identities. Like what Bih has said in his book, "An individual can redefine 
his or her own self when he or she is conscious to change the living space."(己夂變我 
們每日生活空間的行動本身，就是賦予自己一個界定自我的機會)(Bih 2001:8) 
From the previous chapters, I leam that tomboy, as a self-defined identity, can get the 
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resources, acceptance or support from the school context. They resist not only 
femininity, but they also challenge conventional masculinity in their "performance". 
As a result, they enjoy much greater freedom in their male roles. 
6. Methodology: Some reflections 
In examining the rise of tomboys at Sincerity School, I found that participant 
observation and in-depth interview are particularly appropriate to analyzing a social 
reality of the interplay of schooling, sexuality and female masculinity. By 
employing the two methods, I can 'deconstruct' some of the assumptions on 
adolescent growth, identity building and self. The experience of the adolescent girls 
cannot be interpreted from the standpoint of the men in the society. Girls in my 
research answer what they are for themselves. Understanding the experience of 
tomboys from their point of view further corrects my bias on them. I found that, 
participant observation as an approach of inferring meanings by understanding the 
context, through participation in the life of the students, was very productive. This 
approach enabled me to see the commonality of different generations of tomboys at 
Sincerity School. Ethnography helps me to make tomboys visible. There is not 
one voice but 'voices' that can be recorded. 
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7. Implication for further research 
In this final section, I have some suggestions for further research into sexuality and 
schooling. The theme of dynamic genderization discussed in the previous chapters is 
generative in developing an analysis of the emergence of tomboys in a co-ed school. 
The theme further expands my understanding of adolescent growth and adolescent 
sub-culture. Qualitative methods, like participant observation and in-depth interview, 
could also be pursued in relation to the theme of how this new gender integrates into 
the community through the exploration of the working life of tomboys. Finally, my 
discussions with the adolescent girls also point to the potential for further work in a 
contemporary women study in the field of femininity and sexuality. 
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